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Moira Marquis: The Dialectic of Myth 





This dissertation interrogates the ecological purposes behind representations of indigenous and 
traditional myths in contemporary Anglophone novels, specifically David Mitchell’s Cloud 
Atlas (2004), Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy (2004-2014), Nnedi Okorafor’s Lagoon 
(2014), Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria (2010) and Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange and Mr. 
Norrell (2006). These novels, I contend, use myths to argue that climate change is not an 
inevitable result of human nature but rather the product of one cultural story — what I call the 
Enlightenment myth — which asserts humanity’s need to dominate nature. Conversely, the 
Yorùbá, Waanyi Aboriginal, Celtic and new age science/spiritualist myths depicted in these 
novels understand humanity as incapable of mastering nature without dire consequences for 
both the world and ourselves. Challenging the longstanding—and frequently racist—
dichotomy between civilized science and irrelevant or mystifying folk belief, my project 
illustrates how myths are increasingly employed as a rhetorical tool to foster ideas of human 
interdependence with nature. My work challenges the definition of myth as “false supposition” 
and instead asserts myths are always cultural stories whose merit should not be measured 
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Just as myths already entail enlightenment, with every step 
enlightenment entangles itself more deeply in mythology--Dialectic of the Enlightenment 
 
 
We’re living in a time of ecological collapse.1 This issue shadows every other social issue 
we could possibly encounter because it threatens our very ability to survive. Responses to 
climate change and the sixth extinction elicit many responses—grief, fear, denial—but so far, no 
ideas for ecological social change have been widely embraced as politically viable.2 Instead, 
many assume only the worst outcomes are possible: massive loss of human and non-human life.3 
Some even try to turn extinction into a positive, going so far as to assert the earth will be better 
off without humans, when it eventually recovers.4 I am not resigned to this. I am also not 
convinced by ideas of a violent, ecological revolution that will overthrow the current order. 
 
1 IPCC, 2019: IPCC Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate [H.-O. Pörtner, 
D.C. Roberts, V. Masson-Delmotte, P. Zhai, M. Tignor, E. Poloczanska, K. Mintenbeck, A. Alegría, M. 
Nicolai, A. Okem, J. Petzold, B. Rama, N.M. Weyer (eds.)]. In press. 
 
2 Elaine Kamarck, “The Challenging Politics of Climate Change.” Brookings, 23 Sept. 2019, 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-challenging-politics-of-climate-change/. 
 
3 For example, Donna Haraway, ends her work Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene 
(2016) with a fable that begins in a world where ecological destruction has resulted in a massive human 
population crash, which the narrative implies is regrettable but necessary in order to re-establish 
ecological balance. 
 
4 See Alan Weisman’s book, The World Without Us, Picador, 2008 as a very popular example. 
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History tells us that although revolutions make big promises, they don’t deliver.5 Instead, what is 
needed is a non-violent, widely appealing solution that can facilitate the kind of fundamental and 
systematic change the world is demanding from humans. I am interested in such a solution 
because I am invested in the continuing survival of human life and reject the idea that human life 
is by definition ecocidal.6  
The contemporary novels I read in this dissertation are similarly interested in systematic 
and ecological social change. Nnedi Okorafor, Alexis Wright, and Margaret Atwood have 
publicly stated their investment in finding a solution to climate change and the sixth extinction.7 
Interestingly, all of them also use indigenous and traditional myths in their novels in order to 
begin to theorize what this solution might look like. I argue this rhetorical strategy illustrates the 
 
5 See Stephanie Black’s film Life and Debt (2001) for the failure of Jamaica’s revolution and The Wind 
that Shakes the Barley (2006) on the failures of the Irish revolution as examples and Bailey Stone’s The 
Anatomy of Revolution Revisited: A comparative Analysis of England, France and Russia, Cambridge 
University Press, 2013 for more general analysis. 
 
6 Many studies illustrate how human communities can actually foster ecological wellbeing, not create 
ecological destruction. See Richard Schuster, et al. “Vertebrate Biodiversity on Indigenous-Managed 
Lands in Australia, Brazil, and Canada Equals That in Protected Areas.” Environmental Science & Policy, 
vol. 101, Nov. 2019, pp. 1–6. ScienceDirect, doi:10.1016/j.envsci.2019.07.002, Victor M. Toledo, 
“Indigenous Peoples and Biodiversity.” Encyclopedia of Biodiversity, edited by Simon Levin, Academic 
Press, 2013, George Holmes, et al. “Fantastic Beasts and Why to Conserve Them: Animals, Magic and 
Biodiversity Conservation.” Oryx, vol. 52, no. 2, Apr. 2018, pp. 231–39, 
doi:10.1017/S003060531700059X and Claudia Sobrevila, The Role of Indigenous Peoples in Biodiversity 




7 See Ed Finn, “Margaret Atwood: It’s Not Climate Change. It’s Everything Change.” Slate Magazine, 
Feb. 2015, https://slate.com/technology/2015/02/margaret-atwood-interview-the-author-speaks-on-hope-
science-and-the-future.html, Abraham Riesman, “Author Nnedi Okorafor Talks LaGuardia, Wakanda, 
and … Garfield?” Vulture, Jan. 2019, https://www.vulture.com/2019/01/nnedi-okorafor-talks-laguardia-
wakanda-and-garfield.html, and Alexis Wright, “We All Smell the Smoke, We All Feel the Heat. This 





central role of narrative in creating and maintaining human social worlds.8 Narratives can either 
sanction the current social order, critique it or suggest a new social order. Underlying every story 
are beliefs about who people are, why we act the way we do and how human life fits into the 
world around us. These beliefs not only give shape to narratives but also work to construct our 
social worlds so that people can interact with each other with reliable results. As newness is 
encountered, either through changing environments or through new social conditions, narratives 
shift to sanction or condemn those conditions, either serving to perpetuate them or offer 
alternatives. I argue narrative’s powerful role in shaping how we live has not been considered 
enough in environmental discourse and that peaceful and ecological social change can happen 
quickly if the power of narrative to shape our social worlds is leveraged.  
The traditional and indigenous myths used in these novels inflect the contemporary 
moments they depict with radically alternative narratives about what it means to be human and 
the role that humans have in our environments. These narratives assume very different beliefs 
from, and therefore reveal the strangeness of, the current global monoculture, that despite its 
technological achievements, is destroying the very foundations upon which survival depends. 
These novels are invested in a future that is other than the current course will take us to. They are 
also already culturally established and therefore ready for broad social acceptance. Perhaps a 





8 Many critics, from Franco Moretti and Fredric Jameson to Ian Watt (to name only some of the most 
prominent), have illustrated how narrative is essential for validating and organizing our social worlds. 
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The Enlightenment Myth 
In the introduction to the Archeology of Knowledge, Foucault claims that within any 
given place at any given time there is a network of relations that enable the fundamental 
structures of the culture: its economic and social institutions, its customs and behaviors, political 
organization—in short, all the institutions, beliefs and values people within that society take as 
markers of cultural identification, in contrast to “others” who do things differently (9-10). 
Foucault says this network of relations is grounded on “one and the same central core” (10) and 
this single center might be “a principle, a meaning, a spirit, a world-view, an overall shape” (10). 
In The Order of Things, Foucault claims these principles and meanings, spirits or world-views 
define the possibilities of thought—and therefore action—in any particular time and place. This 
set of cultural rules has been described variously as that society’s order of knowledge or regime 
of truth. 
Following J. Kēhaulani Kauanui, I argue that the global monoculture of the contemporary 
Anglophone world is the order of knowledge inherited as a result of British colonialism. Kauanui 
sees the social organization that colonialism established throughout the world as a continued 
legacy, rather than merely a historical event.9 The settler colonial societies founded by the British 
in Nigeria, Australia, Canada and the United States (as well, I will argue, in England itself) 
asserted that the followers of one order of knowledge were superior to all other people and that 
because of this superiority, colonizers had a right to dominate lands and peoples. In this way, 
colonialism is a “A Structure, Not an Event” because it continues in the present to influence how 
 
9 Kauanui is building off Patrick Wolfe’s work in “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the 
Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (Dec. 2006): 387–409 and Settler Colonialism and the 




people perceive ourselves and our world. This global monoculture, which is the legacy of 
colonialism, continues to see nature as an inert resource for humans.  
Ecocriticism has identified this colonial order of knowledge, as the legacy of the 
Enlightenment in the Anglophone world, and the root cause of the Anthropocene: the 
contemporary moment that has manifested the sixth extinction and climate change.10 The 
Enlightenment is a term that defines a historical period as well as a set of philosophical claims. 
Following Dan Edelstein, my use of the term Enlightenment is as a narrative that claims human 
reason can tame and master an otherwise violent and competitive natural world that is operates 
instinctually—that is, mechanically.11 The Enlightenment is an order of knowledge, spread 
throughout the world by colonialism and continues to provide the foundational, cultural narrative 
that continues to justify actions that are ecologically destructive.  
The Enlightenment’s understanding of nature and the exceptionalism of humans is 
largely an aberration in terms of other cultural narratives. However, the label for the 
contemporary moment of ecological collapse--“Anthropocene”—attributes climate change and 
the sixth extinction to the human species writ large through its Greek prefix, obscuring the 
legacy of colonialism in creating these problems.12 Although I use this term in my title, my goal 
 
10 As examples see Jane Davis, et al. “Anthropocene, Capitalocene, … Plantationocene?: A Manifesto for 
Ecological Justice in an Age of Global Crises.” Geography Compass, vol. 13, no. 5, 2019, p. e12438. 
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, et al., editors. Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: Ghosts and Monsters of the 
Anthropocene. Univ Of Minnesota Press, 2017 and Ursula K. Heise, “The Hitchhiker's Guide to 
Ecocriticism.” PMLA, vol. 121, no. 2, 2006, pp. 506-7 as examples of the Enlightenment as the 
conceptual root cause of climate change and the sixth extinction in its understanding of nature as an inert 
resource for humans, operating mechanically and subject to human control and manipulation. 
 
11 See Jessica Riskin’s book The Restless Clock: A History of the Centuries-Long Argument over What 
Makes Living Things Tick. University of Chicago Press, 2016, where she traces the Enlightenment 
concept of natural agency through Descartes, Leibniz, Lamarck, and Darwin, among many others. 
 
12 See P. J. CRUTZEN & E. F. STOERMER in Global Change News Let. May 17/3, 2000: “It seems to us 
more than appropriate to emphasize the central role of mankind in geology and ecology by proposing to 
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is to emphasize that continuing to view nature as the Enlightenment does actually prevents 
ecological social change. Instead, we wind-up thinking that people are inevitably and universally 
environmentally destructive, which is not the case. By looking at how colonially inherited 
narratives about the environment manifest ecologically destructive practices we center the root 
cause of ecologically issues: the way we understand environments and humans’ roles in our 
environments.  
Cultural critics Theodore Adorno and Max Horkheimer wrote one of the most scathing 
critiques of the Enlightenment narrative: The Dialectic of the Enlightenment (1944). They detail 
the destructive assumptions underlying this lineage of thought and how it results in a dialectic of 
domination that begins with the domination of nature, and results in the domination of other 
people deemed “closer to nature” and, the human nature within ourselves. They identify the 
Enlightenment as an order of knowledge that developed in certain places in Europe and was 
adopted by the colonizing powers, who claimed to be its heirs. From bronze age Greece, 
specifically Homer, through Descartes, Adorno and Horkheimer’s genealogy of the 
Enlightenment order of knowledge reveals how seeing nature as a force that dominates humanity 
is the foundational belief that initiates the dialectic of domination.  
Adorno and Horkheimer use Odysseus as the archetypical example. Odysseus uses his 
capacity to reason in order to overcome obstacles—he conquers others by creating the Trojan 
Horse, dominates nature and himself throughout his boat ride back to Ithaca where he reclaims 
his lordship, once again dominating others. Adorno and Horkheimer trace the Enlightenment 
 
use the term ‘anthropocene’ for the current geological epoch.” Anthropos (ἄνθρωπος) means ‘human’ in 
Greek. In the New Testament it is used to mean ‘Son of man.’ In Gnosticism, it also refers to the first 
human being, also called ‘Adamas’ which features prominently in Mitchell, Atwood and Okorafor’s 
novels. 
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back to this classical myth in order to demonstrate how the Enlightenment is also a myth: that is 
not a mere reflection of nature but a narrativizing of human being and our world that conveys 
certain beliefs and values. This radical claim is supported by scholarship. 
Bruce Lincoln documents how in Homer and in Hesiod’s Theogony, the word mytheomai, 
the speech of mythos, is associated with truth (4). Mytheomai are “blunt and aggressive acts of 
candor” (Theorizing Myth 17) uttered by powerful males. They are the verbal acts that establish a 
person as worthy of respect. When Phoinix tells Achilles’s father that he should instruct Achilles 
he says he should do so that Achilles might be “a speaker of mythoi and a doer of deeds”—that 
is, a great man (Dowden 3). In Homer and Hesiod’s world, legein, the speech of logos or reason, 
is associated with lies and masquerade. Legein are manipulative speeches made by women in 
order to deceive. Herodotus uses legein in order to describe his History, which he calls stories 
that are nice but not necessarily truthful. He writes, “I must tell [legein] what people tell, but I 
am not at all obliged to believe it—and this principle can be taken as applying to my whole 
logos” (Dowden 3).  
Lincoln sees a change in the meaning of myth when Plato rails against poets, speakers of 
mytheomai, in the Republic, whom he categorizes as “lazy consumers of images rather than 
devoted seekers of the truth” (Theorizing Myth 38). Plato’s battle against myth is indicative of 
the truth power myth claimed for ancient Greek society at the time and therefore, in his desire to 
elevate the power of philosophy, or the speech of legein (reason), over mythos (poetry), Plato 
articulates a meaning of mytheomai that is still retained today. In this etymology, we witness 
myth as the site of, as Lincoln shows, “pointed and highly consequential semantic skirmishes 
fought between rival regimes of truth” (Theorizing Myth 18). In this European cultural lineage, 
the battle has been between what is admittedly humanly constructed meaning—mythos, 
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poeisis—versus legein or logos. Both claim access to a higher authority for their justification. 
Poets in ancient Greece thanked the Muses for their inspiration—their poems being understood 
as divine insights into the human condition.13 For Plato, however, and for the Enlightenment, 
which is his legacy, reason is a part of the human that is a reflection of the divine. Reason, 
according to Plato, is most inclined to act morally. This makes reason the most beneficial, and 
therefore truthful part of the person—since it most closely reflects what “should” happen 
(Republic IV.435b-445b). These genealogies illustrate how the Enlightenment idea of human 
rationalism dominating nature, each other and ourselves was cultivated and advocated for 
through narratives. Conrad expresses this blatantly in Heart of Darkness (1902):  
…The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have 
a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when 
you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not 
a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea—something you 
can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to.... (9). 
 
The “idea” here is the Enlightenment order of knowledge.14 As Conrad writes, it is not a 
narrative that most people would agree with. The Enlightenment order of knowledge of course 
used force but also narrative strategies in order to convince people that it was merely a 
representation of nature and not a humanly created idea of nature that it is. The Enlightenment 
frequently referenced scientific information in order to bolster its narrative claims. However, the 
 
13 Interestingly, this understanding of truth is represented in a wide variety of other cultures worldwide. 
 
14 Most scholars now agree that Enlightenment thought tends to justify colonization and imperialism. 
Although Sankar Muthu has shown that several prominent philosophers critiqued this mentality in the late 
eighteenth-century Muthu notes these people are the exception: “…Strikingly, virtually every prominent 
and influential European thinker in the three hundred years before the eighteenth century and nearly the 
full century after it were either agnostic toward of enthusiastically in favour of imperialism” (1). See his 
work, Enlightenment against Empire. Princeton University Press, 2009. 
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Enlightenment myth is not merely scientific information. It is a story about humans and the 
world that creates a picture of nature as a force of domination. 
The Enlightenment not only sought to elevate itself by claiming to be merely objective. 
Postcolonial scholar Dipesh Chakrabarty illustrates in his work Provincializing Europe (2000) 
how classifying other orders of knowledge as “myths”—as human invention—in opposition to 
the Enlightenment, which is merely “reality”—sought to discredit alternatives to the colonizing 
myth15 as well as establish colonial culture as superior. By classifying all other orders of 
knowledge as myths, in opposition to the “reasoned” and “impartial” Enlightenment narrative, 
other ways of narrating the world and ourselves become understood as superstitious, illogical and 
ignorant.16 Continuing to label orders of knowledge as ‘myths,’ except for the Enlightenment 
lineage, we inadvertently continue to reenact the colonial subjugation of all other ways of seeing 
the world. This prevents us from seeing the myriad possibilities for organizing and understanding 
 
15 There are, of course, many more postcolonial and decolonial scholars who address this issue, including: 
Dan Edelstein and Bettina R. Lerner. Myth and Modernity. Yale University Press, 2007. Wilson Harris 
and Selwyn Reginald Cudjoe. History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and Guianas. Rev Upd Su 
edition. Wellesley, Mass: Calaloux Pubns, 1995. Joshua Landy and Michael Saler. “Introduction: The 
Varieties of Modern Enchantment.” The Re-Enchantment of the World. Ed. Joshua Landy and Michael 
Saler. Stanford University Press, 2009. 1–14. William H. McNeill Mythistory and Other Essays. ACLS 
Humanities E-Book, 2008 and Walter D. Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, 
Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking. Princeton, US: Princeton University Press, 2012.  
 
16 The father of anthropology, Edward Burnett Tylor, and the group he spawned, the Cambridge 
Ritualists, read Darwin’s theory of evolution onto human cultures and classified competing orders of 
knowledge which colonialists and imperialists encountered as they expanded empire, as myths: less 
developed and sophisticated—and in some instances just completely wrong—explanations for phenomena 
and human origins. Tylor and the Cambridge Ritualists saw their culture—nineteenth century England—
as the most evolved form of human culture, which all others in the world might eventually achieve if they 
adopted the “right” ways of understanding the world: the Enlightenment myth. See Tylor’s book 
Primitive Culture: Researches Into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art, 
and Custom. J. Murray, 1920. 
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our world and makes the Anthropocene seem natural.17 By taking away the Enlightenment order 
of knowledge’s claim as exceptional, through terming all ways of seeing the world as “myths,”—
including, following Adorno and Horkheimer, the Enlightenment—I hope to level the hierarchy 
of worth that prevents alternative regimes of truth from being seriously considered as viable 
alternative meanings in the contemporary moment.   
While colonialism successfully subjugated many of these ways of knowing and the global 
monoculture continues to marginalize them, the indigenous societies that maintain their 
traditional myths safeguard on their mere one percent of land over eighty percent of the 
remaining biodiversity on the planet (Sobrevila).18 Decolonialists and ecocritics see a society’s 
conceptual basis as foundational in the kinds of everyday actions that either foster ecological 
wellbeing or deny human and ecological interdependence.19 As the decolonialist scholars Mario 
 
17 Other decolonial scholars and philosophers are making similar cases although not specifically in 
regards to ecological issues. See, Walter Mignolo’s articles “Epistemic Disobedience and the Decolonial 
Option: A Manifesto.” TRANSMODERNITY: Journal of Peripheral Cultural Production of the Luso-
Hispanic World, vol. 1, no. 2, Jan. 2011 and “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent Thought and 
Decolonial Freedom.” Theory, Culture & Society, vol. 26, no. 7–8, Dec. 2009, pp. 159–81. SAGE 
Journals, doi:10.1177/0263276409349275 as well as Pascah Mungwini, et al. “Why Epistemic 
Decolonization?” Journal of World Philosophies, vol. 4, no. 2, Dec. 2019, pp. 70–105. 
 
18 There are many fascinating studies that catalog this phenomenon. See L.J. Gorenflo, et al. “Co-
Occurrence of Linguistic and Biological Diversity in Biodiversity Hotspots and High Biodiversity 
Wilderness Areas.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 109, no. 21, May 2012, pp. 
8032–37. www.pnas.org, doi:10.1073/pnas.1117511109, George Holmes, et al. “Fantastic Beasts and 
Why to Conserve Them: Animals, Magic and Biodiversity Conservation.” Oryx, vol. 52, no. 2, Apr. 
2018, pp. 231–39, doi:10.1017/S003060531700059X as well as a good overview in Toledo, Victor M. 
“Indigenous Peoples and Biodiversity.” Encyclopedia of Biodiversity, edited by Simon Levin, Academic 
Press, 2013. 
 
19 See Zoe Todd and Heather Davis. “On the Importance of a Date, or Decolonizing the Anthropocene.” 
ACME: An International Journal for Critical Geographies, vol. 16, no. 4, 2017, pp. 761–80 and Nicholas 
Mirzoeff, “It’s Not the Anthropocene, It’s the White Supremacy Scene; or, The Geological Color Line.” 
After Extinction, edited by Richard Grusin, University of Minnesota Press, 2018, pp. 123–50. Also see 
Patsy Callaghan’s article “Myth as a Site of Ecocritical Inquiry: Disrupting Anthropocentrism.” ISLE: 
Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, vol. 22, no. 1, Winter 2015, pp. 80–97 for a 
discussion on the power of myth to see human being and the environment differently. 
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Blaser and Marisol de la Cadena write, “Inasmuch as knowledges are world-making practices, 
they tend to make the worlds they know” (6). In this sense, although not the only ecologically 
destructive myth in the history of the world, the Enlightenment myth stands out as the most 
wide-spread and ecologically destructive order of knowledge in the contemporary world.  
While some attribute indigenous lands’ biodiversity to the lack of technology of these 
peoples, reading a universal human impulse to overexploit and master nature for rational human 
ends, which can only be accomplished once societies become technological, is clearly a narrative 
of the Enlightenment which asserts itself as universal. This debate cannot be resolved within the 
scope of this work.20 However, it does seem unnecessarily fatalistic to assert that human beings 
invariably degrade—despite the fact that we invariably alter—our environments.21 Reading a 
universality and teleology of human being onto all peoples in all places is a move the novelists in 
this study largely reject as reductive and marginalizing of the role human culture plays in 
creating and maintaining social experiments through the active creation of meaning. 
 
20 Conflicting views on why Aboriginal peoples, for example, were able to maintain the ecological 
wellbeing of Australia for sixty-thousand odd years are roughly represented in two positions, according to 
Deborah Bird Rose. The first sees the lack of technology of Aboriginal peoples as the reason for their low 
environmental impact. The second understanding, to which Rose and this work prescribes, is that 
ecological wellbeing is the result of “ways of knowing and understanding the world which settlers have 
only just begun to appreciate” (2). See her book, Nourishing Terrains: Australian Aboriginal Views of 
Landscape and Wilderness. Australian Heritage Commission, 1996. 
 
21 Recent scholarship that has firmly dismissed the fantasy of indigenous peoples living without altering 
the land has raised cries that humans have never lived without impacting ecosystems and therefore cannot 
ever live in “healthy” ecological worlds. See Charles C. Mann’s well-known book 1491: New Revelations 
of the Americas Before Columbus. Vintage Books, 2006 as scholarship on indigenous interactions with 
their environments that are far more complex than passive. These erroneous understandings have led to 
the eviction of indigenous peoples from their land through the justification of so-called fortress 
conservation as well as perpetuating the idea that environments can only be healthy without human 
impact. See, for example, Dan Brockington, Fortress Conservation: The Preservation of the Mkomazi 
Game Reserve, Tanzania. Indiana University Press, 2002. 
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While Alexis Wright and Nnedi Okorafor reference non-western orders of knowledge 
that were subjugated in Australia and Nigeria, Susanna Clarke undermines the idea of the 
Enlightenment as universally European by resuscitating a non-Enlightenment order of 
knowledge within England. Scholars that study colonialism and the environment, from Anna 
Tsing and Donna Haraway to Walter Mignolo, typically characterize European cultures and 
thought as uniformly legacies of the Enlightenment. These critics routinely turn to non-western 
cultures to reimagine humanity’s relationship to our world. Anna Tsing characterizes this 
understanding when she writes in her work, The Mushroom at the End of the World (2015): 
Ever since the Enlightenment, Western philosophers have shown us a Nature that is grand 
and universal but also passive and mechanical. Nature was a backdrop and resource for 
the moral intentionality of Man, which could tame and master Nature. It was left to 
fabulists, including non-Western and non-civilizational storytellers, to remind us of the 
lively activities of all beings, human and not human. 
 
I argue that these characterizations of European versus non-Western cultures reproduce the false 
dichotomies between myth and history, science and folk belief, “civilized” and “primitive” and 
oral versus literate cultures that have circulated from the eighteenth century into the present. 
Tsing and others clearly value these alternative ways of knowing, but by perceiving western 
cultures as uniform the exceptionalism at the heart of white supremacy is maintained.  
By illustrating that European cultures are not uniquely Enlightened, I hope to direct 
criticism towards a specific narrative—the Enlightenment myth—rather than pit people against 
each other according to race or ethnicity. This goal also implicitly asserts that people do not 
narrowly represent the epistemic claims which others ascribe to them and hopes to encourage 
dialog between sympathetic but not identical epistemologies. Clarke’s alternative European 
myth, the Fairy Faith, demonstrates how Europe is full of cultural legacies which, like the non-
 13 
western myths these novels detail, see humans as part of the natural world and not the world’s 
masters. I read similarities between the Fairy Faith and Aboriginal Dreaming myth in chapter 
three. This is not an attempt to locate an ur-myth, level the differences among cultural meanings 
or reduce all meaning to ecology. Instead, by foregrounding the consequences of beliefs, I hope 
to cultivate dialog among people who are seemingly at an impasse and opening up possibilities 
for ecological social change to save our common home. 
Beginning in the second chapter, I address how alternative narratives of ourselves and our 
world can offer a way out of the conceptual traps of the Enlightenment. While none offers a 
magic pill of mythic change, these novels illustrate how vibrant, locally attuned and diverse 
orders of knowledge are not forever lost but exist just below the surface of the Enlightenment’s 
imposition. As Foucault says of the Jorge Luis Borges short story “Celestial Emporium of 
Benevolent Knowledge,” these novels not only make us aware of the limitations of the 
Enlightenment myth’s narrativizing (The Order of Things xv) but also offer viable alternatives. I 
address these alternate views to revalue them but, each non-Enlightenment myth risks being 
perceived as the Enlightenment classifies it. So, in each chapter I also detail the way the 
Enlightenment myth seeks to discredit these alternatives in order to prevent these alternative 
orders of knowledge from being read as anachronistic, purifying or romantic—as the 
Enlightenment has read them. 
 
Enlightenment as Myth 
The first chapter, “Nature as Fate: Cloud Atlas and the Myth of the Eternal Return,” 
grows out of the understanding, following Adorno and Horkheimer, that the Enlightenment 
legacy, spread through the world by colonialism, is a myth—that is, an order of knowledge, 
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based on shared values and beliefs experienced through narrative, that is not an objective 
reflection of reality. David Mitchell’s complex novel Cloud Atlas (2004) uses the myth of the 
eternal return to show how myths create worlds and the Enlightenment myth has created a 
violent and competitive world it purports to represent objectively.  
In Cloud Atlas, the Enlightenment myth dominates by claiming natural law is uniformly 
and universally violent and competitive. This innate violence and competition determines all life 
and is therefore human nature. In the novel, this supposedly objective and innate human nature 
justifies colonization, chattel slavery,22 and ecological collapse. The novel depicts racism and 
genocide as outside human control, like “the cyclical motion of fate” (20) because all life is a 
bound to the laws of nature which are violent and competitive. In Cloud Atlas, fighting against 
natural law is pointless—violence and competition are fate. The novel is largely a catalogue of 
these violences from the nineteenth century into a postapocalyptic future but, Mitchell ends the 
novel suggesting that criticism of the Enlightenment myth can’t end it—only the articulation of 
an alternative myth can.  
Mitchell’s nineteenth-century narrator, Adam Ewing, questions the cycle of destruction 
and proposes that it is belief in the Enlightenment myth that manifests destruction, and not the 
objective fact of nature as violent and competitive. When we believe in an order of knowledge, 
we act as if it is true and through reenacting, reproduce. Ewing suggests that by cultivating 
different beliefs—another myth—societies can change. The ending proposes that criticism does 
not confront the fear of meaninglessness: nihilism. When confronted by meaninglessness, people 
 
22 Mitchell’s narrative, despite its vast temporally and geographic reach, is a reflection of the rhetoric of 
British Imperialism as Lisa Lowe has painstakingly shown in her book, The Intimacies of Four 
Continents, Duke University Press, 2015. Lowe researched extensively in colonial archives throughout 
the Empire. Her work challenges any reading of this novel as merely a thought experiment. 
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will invariably fall back on the meaning we already know—even if it is violent and destructive. 
Instead of critiquing Cloud Atlas’ societies, Mitchell’s ending proposes that people need to create 
new meaning to supplant the colonially inherited one.  
  
Reason and Myth in the Enlightenment Legacy 
The second chapter, “Reimagining Adam: Atwood’s Adam One and Difficulties in 
Creating a New Myth for the West,” looks at Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy, which 
takes place in a hyper-version of the contemporary United States where nature is also understood 
as inherently violent and competitive—as a result of evolution. Atwood’s trilogy, like Cloud 
Atlas, depicts a society that sees humans as bound by natural law. Atwood introduces the 
similarity between the Enlightenment myth and Abrahamic religious narratives, which she uses 
to structure the trilogy. The Edenic Fall, the Flood and Apocalypse narratives are the focus of 
each one of the three novels and illustrate the narrative similarity between these myths and the 
novels’ supposedly scientific understanding of human nature. Revealing these similarities 
demonstrates that although traditional and indigenous myths can provide alternative narratives of 
human being and nature, not all traditional myths see nature as capable of both fostering human 
wellbeing as well as destroying. If myths understand nature as inevitably dominating human life 
through destruction and death then they will, like the Enlightenment myth, create ecologically 
destructive social worlds.  
The MaddAddam world, like our own, is suffering from the overarching threat of 
ecological collapse. The trilogy depicts a mad scientist, Crake, who creates a world-wide plague 
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that kills most people for the purpose of “saving nature.”23 Into this post-apocalyptic world, are 
released genetically modified to be ecological, humanoid replacements. Crake’s action of 
cleansing the earth of “biologically flawed” human beings and replacing them with supposedly 
ecologically sustainable replacements exemplifies how humans as unavoidably environmentally 
destructive, although superficially “scientific,” is remarkably similar to traditional Abrahamic 
religious narratives that Atwood uses as a basis for the trilogy. 
Crake believes that all people have “original sins” that are encoded in their biology that 
predisposes them to competition, greed, and violence. These original sins cast people out of the 
harmonious symbiosis that other animals have as Adam and Eve are cast from Eden. His 
solution, to kill all humans and save the animals, is a parallel story to Noah, where Crake is the 
figure of the Old Testament God. The plague he unleashes on people to enact genocide is termed 
the Flood in the novels. Crake fails to see his actions in such a light—instead insisting his 
rationale is completely scientific in nature—based on ecological limitations, population growth 
and human biology, this Malthusian logic determines that people will act in selfish and 
ecologically unsustainable ways and therefore inevitably degrade their environments. This 
narrative reveals how Crake’s posturing as a god figure and his attempt to enact a biblical 
cleansing is less scientific than he believes. Lisa Sideris has shown how many science narratives 
 
23 Although extreme, Crake’s ideas are reflected in eco-fascist narratives that similarly promote human 
death as necessary. See Patrick Crusius, the El Paso shooter's, manifesto: Here’s the El Paso Shooter’s 
Full Manifesto: Read It Before You Believe the News. 3 Aug. 2019, 
https://pulpitandpen.org/2019/08/05/heres-the-el-paso-shooters-full-manifesto-read-it-before-you-believe-
the-news/ and Brenton Harrison Tarrant's, the Christchurch Shooter, manifesto: The Great Replacement. 




are consistent with, if not directly a result of, Christian narratives.24 Historically, scientific 
meaning has not been impervious to being appropriated in such a way. Deep ecology, and some 
ecological thought more generally, have narratives that see nature and humanity as either pure or 
corrupted—understandings that mark these ideas as consistent with Abrahamic myth. 
Crake’s concern for the ecological health of the planet, and his belief that there is no way 
to structure human societies to avoid the inevitable violence that nature demands is reflective of 
a kind of environmentalism called deep ecology. Deep ecology asserts that humans are 
unavoidably, naturally destructive and the only truly healthy ecosystems are those without any 
humans. These “purely” natural places need to be preserved in order to maintain the ecological 
health of the planet and the more places without humans the better for the earth. Deep ecologists, 
like Arne Naess, cite the plethora of scientific studies that document humankind’s negative 
impacts on the environment. This field posits that the only “healthy” ecosystem is the “wild” 
one—untouched by human influence. Even ecocriticism that is not avowedly deep ecology can 
articulate an understanding of human life as incompatible with ecological health. One of the 
most well established and respected ecocritics, Donna Haraway, ends her work Staying With the 
Trouble (2016), with a fictional parable in which an unnamed event has resulted in a dramatic, 
human population crash. There is no discussion of this in the text—it simply happened before her 
parable begins. But, her survivors, rather than being traumatized, are primarily concerned with 
how to make their society as ecological as possible and decide to employ genetic engineering in 
order to make themselves more biologically animal-like. The main character chooses a monarch 
 
24 Jason A. Josephson-Storm also argues in his work, The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, 
and the Birth of the Human Sciences. University of Chicago Press, 2017, shows how the Enlightenment 
lineage is inflected with knowledges that it speciously disavows.  
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butterfly and has genetic modification to create antennae and other monarch features that 
ostensibly transform her from a mere human to a human/animal hybrid. Whether Haraway meant 
this literally or allegorically, it has the potential to undermine the possibility of contemporary 
social change, by asserting that human biology itself has produced climate change and 
humankind is unavoidably environmentally destructive.  
If human biology is ecocidal then, there is no possibility to avoid ecological collapse. 
Instead of seeing societies as determined by the laws of nature—as both Cloud Atlas and Crake 
do—Atwood’s trilogy leaves readers understanding that societies need to foster narratives that 
see ecological wellbeing and humans as compatible. The novels leave readers thinking that, 
traditional Abrahamic religious narratives are not the place to turn to develop ecological myths. 
Instead, we need to look to other mythic lineages in order to see humans and our worlds 
differently.  
 
Hybrid Myths in Despoiled Worlds 
 
As the ecocritic Lawrence Buell wrote twenty-five years ago: 
 
If, as environmental philosophers contend, western metaphysics and ethics need revision 
before we can address today’s environmental problems, then environment crisis involves 
a crisis of the imagination the amelioration of which depends on finding better ways of 
imagining nature and humanity’s relation to it. (2) 
 
In chapter three, “The Dreamer and the Dream: Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria and Indigenous 
Myth as Ecological Meaning,” I consider Wright’s representation of the Waanyi Aboriginal 
Dreaming myth.25 This order of knowledge enabled aboriginal Australians to thrive for over 
 
25 Dreaming still eludes the variety of diverse and situated meanings Aboriginal cultures expressed prior 
to Enlightenment subjugation. For the Warlpiri, it is, Jukurrpa. The Arrerntic peoples call the word-
concept the Altyerrenge or Altyerr (in earlier orthography spelled Altjira and Alcheringa and in other 
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sixty-thousand years in one of the longest, continuous human societies in the history of the world 
and in environments that are both ecologically fragile and diverse. Wright illustrates how the 
Dreaming myth cultivated this ecological wellbeing by narrating humans as connected in kinship 
relations with all other life. This kinship bonds people in mutual responsibility to place, other 
beings and other humans in ways that deny domination can be truly achieved or would benefit 
humans. The Dreaming myth is a complex system of relations that extends not only through all 
life and our environments but through time as well, making sure people not only act responsibly 
towards others who are alive but towards our descendants and ancestors, who in the Dreaming 
continue to walk with us.  
The Waanyi myths articulated in the novel express a deep understanding of natural cycles 
and a knowledge of the environment that has been the result of attentive observation and a living 
with other beings and the land—rather than an attempt to mold the land and bend other beings to 
human will. Science is only just beginning to articulate26 appreciation of the sophisticated nature 
of indigenous ecological knowledge, which are the product of lived observations and not some 
innate “primitivity” on the part of indigenous people. However, it would be wrong to assume that 
the Dreaming myth is merely empirical observation. The Dreaming combines ecological 
 
ways, too). The Kija people use the term Ngarrankarni (sometimes spelled Ngarrarngkarni); while the 
Ngarinyin people (previously spelled Ungarinjin, inter alia) people speak of the Ungud (or Wungud). 
Dreaming is called Manguny in Martu Wangka; and some North-East Arnhem Landers refer to the same 
core concept as Wongar. At the time of initial European colonization, over 250 languages were spoken; it 
is currently estimated that 120 to 145 of these remain in use, but only 13 of these are not considered 
endangered. See Christine Judith Nicholls’s article “‘Dreamtime’ and ‘The Dreaming’ – an Introduction.” 
The Conversation, http://theconversation.com/dreamtime-and-the-dreaming-an-introduction-20833.  
 
26 See Jim Robbin’s article, “Native Knowledge: What Ecologists Are Learning from Indigenous People.” 




knowledge gleaned from sustained observation of the environment with epistemologies that 
challenge foundational Enlightenment claims. One, is its denial of the “mind-matter split” 
(Kripal 8). In the novel, Aboriginal characters use the Dreaming myth to locate places they have 
never been, talk to ancestors in order to get help and channel the winds and tides. These actions 
are deeply ecological because they bond people in living relatedness to non-human others, 
asserting a responsibility for place that is affective rather than instrumentalizing. The lack of 
divide between matter and mind has cascading effects that enables other ecological behaviors. 
Because of the link between people and places, people and non-human others, the idea of an 
individual is not possible. People exist to the extent that they relate to their world and to others. 
Rivers are relatives and rock formations are deities. Identity is not constituted primarily through 
distinction but through relatedness (Povinelli 396). Relatedness prevents the kind of extractive 
relations that are the legacy of colonialism in Australia and Wright’s novel suggests that 
indigenizing Australian settler culture by adopting the Dreaming as a valid cultural myth could 
affect ecological social change. The Dreaming has one of the longest—if not the longest—
proven records of fostering human and ecological wellbeing in the world. 
Despite these potentials, Carpentaria has been labeled a magical realist novel—one 
where “past” phenomena “magically” appear in the present. As Francis Devlin-Glass, among 
others, has pointed out, to label non-western orders of knowledge “magical” is to denigrate them. 
The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski established magic as lesser in his essay, “Magic, 
Science and Religion” (1925) which argues that human development began with magic, 
developed into religion and finally manifested as science.27 This teleology dismisses 
 
27 Malinowski applied this purity of identity only to non-western peoples: the Trobriand Islanders of the 
Archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea. 
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epistemological diversity and instead asserts a universal human impulse which in “primitive” 
cultures manifests as magic but in “civilized” cultures is science. This narrative naturalizes the 
claim that western science is the pinnacle of human understanding reinforced the understanding 
of so-called primitive people as the contemporary representatives of primordial humanity. By 
terming Wright’s novel “magical” the Dreaming becomes associated with the past and also with 
fantasy. Instead of understanding the Dreaming as a profoundly attuned, ecological knowledge it 
becomes read as an interesting cultural artifact.  
Despite nineteenth and twentieth century anthropologists claims that the origins of 
colonial culture were evident in “primitive” cultures, and therefore their definition of “human 
nature” is universal, their writings now appear transparently invested in naturalizing the 
Enlightenment myth. Jane Harrison, a member of the Cambridge Ritualists, typifies this 
understanding in her magnum opus, Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (1903), where 
she writes: 
Magic is nowadays condemned alike by science and by religion; it is both useless and 
impious. It is obsolete, and only practiced by malign sorcerers in obscure holes and 
corners. Undoubtedly magic is neither religion nor science, but in all probability it is the 
spiritual protoplasm from which religion and science ultimately differentiated. (504) 
 
In the phrase “spiritual protoplasm” Harrison uses the scientific idea of the origin of life to read 
Darwin’s idea of evolution onto human culture. The naming of the Aboriginal order of 
knowledge as Dreaming is indicative of culture as a biological process, like evolution, which the 
Enlightenment myth was the most evolved. 
First coined as “Dreamtime” by Frank Gillen, the postmaster at Alice Springs (a remote town 
in Australia’s Northern Territory), and then adopted by Baldwin Spencer, a biologist at the 
University of Melbourne, in the late nineteenth century, the term is not a direct translation from 
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any Aboriginal language (Wolfe). Rather, Gillen created the term Dream-time as a result of his 
interpretation of what Aboriginal people were saying they believed. According to Gillen and 
Spencer Dream-time was a far distant, mythic, past—the time of gods and monsters—when 
animals spoke and the earth responded to humans. That this idea so perfectly resonated with the 
Enlightenment myth’s teleology cultural “development” was no accident and the term was soon 
adopted by Edward Tylor as a perfect example of how what is real—i.e. objective—becomes 
confused with what is unreal—i.e. subjective—within the “primitive” person. Tylor writes,  
Their imaginations become so lively that they can scarcely distinguish between their dreams 
and their waking thoughts, between the real and the ideal and they consequently utter 
falsehood without intending and profess to see things which never existed. (400) 
 
Tylor asserts an agentic natural world is a conception of life that exists only in earlier cultural 
evolution, and although natural is also uncivilized. This view was widely embraced by 
colonialism and early science. “Darwin himself, who had been to Australia, had compared the 
consciousness of Australian aborigines, who had ‘hardly any abstract words’ and could not count 
above four, to the twitching of a sleeping dog reliving the chase in its dreams” (Wolfe, “Should 
the Subaltern Dream? ‘Australian Aborigines’ and the Problem of Ethnographic Ventriloquism” 
67). This association of indigenous peoples’ with that of animals and indigenous thought with 
the unconscious and irrational thought of sleep makes the labeling of the Aboriginal myth 
“Dreaming” burdened with potential readings of it as either primitive, anachronistic or, when 
speaking about it positively, as romanticizing—that is an uncritical rejection of “civilization.” 
As Tsing’s quotation attests, non-western peoples are regularly identified as more able to 
connect to the natural world in part because of this association of the Enlightenment myth with 
European people and with the culturally evolved “civilization.” But, I argue this move to classify 
all western people as removed from nature and all non-western people as innately connected to 
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nature is inadvertently reinforcing the racial hierarchies of worth that much criticism is invested 
in undermining.28 Seeing indigenous peoples as “closer to nature,” results in dismissal of 
indigenous lifeways, because they are “less evolved.” The settler characters in Wright’s novel 
display this through their constant assertions of the Aboriginal characters as both more connected 
to nature and more like animals. The novel suggests the solution is to re-value indigenous myths, 
not valorize indigenous peoples and essentialize their identities. Embracing indigeneity means 
abandoning the legacy of such Enlightenment conceptions as the “noble savage” or the 
“primitive.” Inflecting contemporary cultures with indigenous orders of knowledge in order to 
address the existential threat of climate change and the sixth extinction is advocated by many 
indigenous scholars29 but because it is systemic rather than reformist.  
Reformist solutions to climate change and the sixth extinction vary from promoting green 
energy30 to calls for re-wilding or leaving half the earth without humans. While green energy 
solutions are necessary at least in the transition to a different social order, the suggestion that half 
the land of the earth needs to be “wild”31 in order to support highly consumptive practices of 
 
28 This move is largely made by non-native and non-indigenous peoples since native and indigenous 
peoples are highly attuned to the racist implications of such classifying. An example from Kill TallBear 
(@KimTallBear) on Twitter: “’Identity’ is human-biological centrism. ‘Identity politics’ is what 
#ElizabethWarren is up to, not us. She’s essentialist. She thinks some named genetic ancestor matters. 
LOL. We insist on LIVED relations.” Twitter, 9 Dec. 2018, 11:16 a.m. See also her book: Native 
American DNA : Tribal Belonging and the False Promise of Genetic Science. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2013. 
 
29 As Leanne Betasamosake Simpson writes, “If we want to create a different future, we need to live in a 
different present…If we want to live in a different present, we have to center Indigeneity” (20). Other 
indigenous scholars similarly recommend this method, including the Waziyatawin collective, Kyle Powys 
Whyte, Robin Kimmerer, Nick Estes and Melissa Nelson. 
 
30 These are reflected in Extinction Rebellion, the Green New Deal, divestment campaigns, renewable 
energy credits, carbon sequestration, carbon swaps, etc.  
 
31 The famous environmentalist E.O. Wilson advocates for half the earth as wild in his book, Half-Earth: 
Our Planet’s Fight for Life. W. W. Norton & Company, 2016, which won the Pulitzer Prize. It opens with 
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urban and technocratic ways of living—sanctioned by the global monoculture that is the legacy 
of the Enlightenment myth—on the other half of the earth through the calculation of carbon 
exchange, seems to put all of the earth in service of that legacy (Le Page). This logic is also 
evident in concerns of overpopulation, which see all people as impacting environments the same 
and the number of people as the primary environmental issue, rather than consumption levels as 
the main driver of climate change (BBC Newsnight). Overpopulation concerns are largely 
directed at African and Asian countries—where birthrates are highest. However, they are very 
similar to the narratives that supported indigenous removals in colonialism.32 In the name of 
preserving pristine nature, this mentality excludes the practices of indigenous and traditional 
lifeways that have been shown to be responsible for the ecological diversity. In places which are 
“wild” and where no people live, in reserves and preserves, where indigenous peoples have been 
evicted, studies have found lower rates of biodiversity.33 Traditional and indigenous lifeways 
have far lower consumption levels—and therefore far lower environmental impacts—than 
lifeways which rely on high consumption of fossil fuels but they also in fact promote healthy 
environments (Corry, “Too Many Africans?”). Arguments that we need more “wild” areas and 
 
this statement: “What is man? Storyteller, mythmaker, and destroyer of the living world. Thinking with a 
gabble of reason, emotion and religion. Lucky accident of primate evolution…yearning to be more master 
than steward of a declining planet.” 
 
32 This has also been a longstanding issue in ecological thought. See Joni Adamson’s work, American 
Indian Literature, Environmental Justice, and Ecocriticism: The Middle Place. University of Arizona 
Press, 2001. In regards to idealizing wilderness as places without human settlement: “It assumes that all 
human culture is exploitative, and it fails to account for the ways in which some human communities have 
inhabited the land in sustainable ways. It also fails to account for what happens to indigenous peoples 
after they are removed” (16).  
 
33 Schuster, Richard, et al. “Vertebrate Biodiversity on Indigenous-Managed Lands in Australia, Brazil, 
and Canada Equals That in Protected Areas.” Environmental Science & Policy, vol. 101, Nov. 2019, pp. 
1–6. ScienceDirect, doi:10.1016/j.envsci.2019.07.002. 
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less people are really arguments that high consumption lifeways should be able to continue for a 
small minority of people and the rest of the earth needs to be reserved for wilderness so a few 
can continue to consume at levels that are beyond ecological limits.34  
Advocates for indigenizing cultures recognize that it will not be possible or desirable for 
people to abandon half the earth so that we can all be absorbed into the global monoculture 
which demands vast resources and fails to recognize that the continued growth will eventually 
result in the demand for that wilderness (Shiva). Instead, indigenizing cultures proposes that 
societies can address climate change by altering the ways we live. The ways we live are largely 
determined by our myths which determine how we see ourselves and the world. While 
indigenous peoples cannot be relied upon to rescue the rest of us—people need to change, and 
cultivate different ways of living—indigenous and traditional myths provide long established and 
ecologically attuned narrative alternatives to the Enlightenment myth. As the Anishinaabe 
environmental biologist Robin Kimmerer says, indigenous orders of knowledge can guide us by 
providing time tested understandings. While Wright’s Aboriginal characters are interested in 
sharing the Dreaming and make efforts to teach others and even combine the Dreaming with 
other ways of knowing, like Christianity, the settlers are depicted as unwilling to abandon the 
Enlightenment myth. The settler characters, steeped in the legacy of the Enlightenment, see the 
 
34 Narrating nature in this way makes it seem good only when it is untouched by humans. Viewing nature 
as only pure when there are no people in it has manifested fortress environmentalism, where indigenous 
peoples with myths that emphasize co-existence with nature and nature as beneficent, are kicked-out of 
the environments they have existed in for millennia to make room for national parks (Brockington). In the 
cause of preserving “untouched,” “wild” spaces in Africa many indigenous peoples are being forcibly 
removed from their land or prosecuted for engaging in their traditional hunting and gathering on that land. 
See Albert Kwokwo Barume, et al., Heading Towards Extinction?: Indigenous Rights in Africa : The 
Case of the Twa of the Kahuzi-Biega National Park, Democratic Republic of Congo. IWGIA, 2000 and 
Stephen Corry, Tribal Peoples for Tomorrow’s World. Freeman Press, 2011. 
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Dreaming as nonsense—'mad people talk’—and dismiss it. But, Wright’s novel points to a 
direction for mythic renegotiation, that of turning to indigenous myths for ecological knowledge.  
In chapter four, “The Alien Within: Afrofuturism, Lagoon and Many Adams,” rather than 
focus on only one other myth, which pits the legacy of the Enlightenment against another myth, 
which can too easily be read as “primitive,” Nnedi Okorafor’s novel, Lagoon (2010) creates a 
mythic bricolage. In this Africanfuturist narrative, aliens land in Lagos, Nigeria and awaken the 
ancient gods and together with non-human animals create a new myth. Aliens combine with Pan-
African and indigenous water deities and Yorùbá gods jump out of computer screens in a cyber-
café. As the religious scholar Jeffrey Kripal has argued, aliens are the deities of the future and 
can symbolically represent the radically metaphysical other (213).35 In Lagoon, the aliens’ new 
way of seeing is aligned with traditional and indigenous meanings. This hybridity prevents this 
new/old myth from being read as an example of anachronistic primitivity. The aliens have a 
spaceship and they can talk to animals. The combination of two elements which the 
Enlightenment classifies as future and dismisses as past means that Okorafor’s mythic bricolage 
slips past the Enlightenment’s categorizations. 
Okorafor’s Africanfuturism, although differentiated from Afrofuturism36, is a narrative style 
heavily indebted to Afrofuturism which originated as an African American thought experiment 
designed to reimagine first contact, colonization and slavery (Hopkinson and Mehan). Kodwo 
 
35 See also, James Herrick’s work, Scientific Mythologies: How Science and Science Fiction Forge New 
Religious Beliefs. InterVarsity Press, 2008. 
 
36 Okorafor writes: “Africanfuturism is specifically and more directly rooted in African culture, history, 
mythology and point-of-view as it then branches into the Black Diaspora, and it does not privilege or 




Eshun writes that Afrofuturism pursues its “cultural project of rediscovery” and creates 
“countermemory” (287) through the renewal of epistemologies that colonialism and slavery 
subjugated. Afrofuturist narratives maintain a deep suspicion of colonially inherited systems of 
meaning and instead grounds its narratives in traditional and indigenously African mythic 
genealogies (Falola). Alondra Nelson emphasizes the genre’s role in challenging the 
characterization of Africans as always antithetical to all things “modern” by depicting traditional 
African culture alongside technologically rich environments (“Introduction: Future Texts” 
2002).37 Including technology is a direct, narrative response to Enlightenment claims that 
colonized peoples’ order of knowledge were more primitive and less evolved than the colonizing 
culture.  
However, the inclusion of technology leads much criticism to understand Afrofuturism as 
using a formerly western, white, male genre (science fiction) for the purposes of the incremental 
expansion to people formerly denied participation in the Enlightenment project, although still 
with their status as inferior intact.38 But, Afrofuturism is equally, if not more invested, in myth 
 
37 For example, see some of the many narratives that juxtapose high technology futures with “primitive” 
African peoples: A.M. Lightner's The Day of the Drones (1969), Mack Reynolds's North Africa trilogy 
(1972-8), Michael Crichton's Congo (1980), Mike Resnick's "Kirinyaga" (1988) and Paul McAuley's 
White Devils (2004). Melody Jue has also read “Lagoon’s aliens as mediators of both indigenous 
cosmologies and technological evolution, a necessary catalyst for imagining alternative futures distinct 
from the destructive elements of petroculture.” See the article, “Intimate Objectivity: On Nnedi 
Okorafor’s Oceanic Afrofuturism.” WSQ: Women’s Studies Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 1, Apr. 2017, pp. 171–
88. Project MUSE, doi:10.1353/wsq.2017.0022. 
 
38 See Mark Bould, “The Ships Landed Long Ago: Afrofuturism and Black SF”: “In its frequent emphasis 
on bridging the digital divide, Afrofuturism tends towards the typical cyberpunk acceptance of capitalism 
as an unquestionable universe and working for the assimilation of certain currently marginalized peoples 
into a global system that might, at best, tolerate some relatively minor (although not unimportant) 
reforms, but within which the many will still have to poach, pilfer, and hide to survive” (182). 
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than techno-science.39  The aliens in Lagoon tell people they “are technology” (22) and that they 
have come to give their technology to people (266). This technology is their ability to change, 
their mutability and not an ability to more efficiently master the world. The aliens’ knowledge is 
change. They know change; they are change. Therefore, their technology is the application of 
this knowledge of change. However, the elements of Lagoon that challenge the Enlightenment 
teleology of progress through technological mastery are its references to traditional and 
indigenous myths. Rather than depicting the expansion of the colonially inherited concept of the 
human to include blackness, Afrofuturism redefines what it means to be human and emphasizes 
human mutability and diversity which is represented through embracing the idea of the alien as 
beautiful, new and yet tied to long-established traditions. 
This new myth enables, at the end of the novel, abandonment of petro-capitalism through 
collective agreement that is non-violent. The aliens facilitate this mythic transformation, which is 
really a transformation in perception, through the Pentecostal idea of being Born Again. It is this 
mechanism, in combination with the aliens, that enables Okorafor to make imaginable and 
intelligible mythic change. Melani McAlister documents how “In eight African countries more 
than 70 percent of people say they are ‘born again’” (4). Clifton R. Clarke, asserts Born-Again 
 
39 For some examples of the critical emphasis placed on the genre’s interest in space, science and 
technology and the marginalization of its mythic elements see: Myungsung Kim, Afrofuturism, Science 
Fiction, and the Reinvention of African American Culture. Arizona State University, 2017, Reynaldo 
Anderson and Charles E. Jones, Afrofuturism 2.0: The Rise of Astro-Blackness. Lexington Books, 2015, 
Mark Bould, “The Ships Landed Long Ago: Afrofuturism and Black SF.” Science Fiction Studies, vol. 
34, no. 2, 2007, pp. 177–86, Hugh O’Connell, H. “’We are change’: The Novum as Event in Nnedi 
Okorafor’s Lagoon.” The Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, 3(3), 2016, 291-312. and 




doctrine is the “sine qua non of African Pentecostalism” (76).40 The appeal of Born-Again 
doctrine in Africa and the African diaspora, specifically, could potentially be its recuperative 
power in the face of the social death of blackness, enslavement and racism.41 The ritual of being 
Born-Again could function as a social mechanism for valuing and caring for life that has been 
denied. Whatever the reason for its appeal, Okorafor uses the idea of being Born-Again because 
it is already so appealing. In the novel, she applies this ritual of instant change to a whole society 
in conjunction with aliens, and traditional and indigenous deities.  
Although this ending may appear as a deus ex machina, I argue that the collective agreement 
to abandon the colonially inherited, and Enlightenment sanctioned, dominating of nature will 
appear as miraculous because it seems so impossible right now. As Hannah Arendt writes, “The 
new always happens against overwhelming odds of statistical laws and their probability, for 
which all practical, every day purposes amount to certainty; the new therefore always appears in 
the guise of the miracle” (178). Because carbon emitting societies have stalled so long, it is now 
abandonment, not obsolesce, which is needed in order to avert complete environmental collapse. 
Okorafor can represent this instantaneous social change through her use of formerly subjugated 
 
40 See Melani McAlister’s book, The Kingdom of God Has No Borders: A Global History of American 
Evangelicals. Oxford University Press, 2018: Africa has “For more than half a century… been the site of 
the most explosive growth of Christianity in the world. In eight African countries more than 70 percent of 
people say they are “born again,” ranging from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (71 percent) to 
Liberia (87 percent). African Christians have been a primary force in pivoting Christianity toward the 
global South, and their political concerns—from global poverty to gender politics—are now on the 
agenda of international evangelicalism” (4). And Toyin Falola’s book, Colonialism and Violence in 
Nigeria. Indiana University Press, 2009. 
 
41 For ideas on social death of blackness see Jared Sexton’s article “People-of-Color-Blindness: Notes on 
the Afterlife of Slavery” In Social Text, vol. 28, no. 2 (103), June 2010, pp. 31–56. read.dukeupress.edu, 
doi:10.1215/01642472-2009-066. 
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ways of knowing in conjunction with contemporary technology, science and religious beliefs. 
Her bricolage enables successful representation of ecological social change. 
 
Europe and Alternatives to the Enlightenment 
This kind mythic social change is not only possible in non-western cultures like Nigeria. In 
the final chapter, we return to England—the place from which the Anglophone novelists in this 
study trace the legacy of the imposition of the Enlightenment myth. Although, like Tsing, most 
criticism discusses western cultures as monolithic, my final chapter illustrates how there are 
many nature-based myths within Europe that the Enlightenment myth also, oftentimes violently, 
subjugated. Illustrating how the Enlightenment battled within Europe for primacy accomplishes 
two goals. The first is that it undermines the Enlightenment’s claims as the most evolved order of 
knowledge, one that all cultures will either eventually reach or die out because they fail to reach 
it. These battles illustrate how the Enlightenment claims of cultural evolution are illusory. The 
second is indigenous and traditional nature-based myths within Europe reveals the racial basis 
for much discussion regarding myth. Illuminating the commonalities between the Celtic Fairy 
Faith and Aboriginal Dreaming in this chapter is designed to undermine claims of white 
supremacy—that white people are uniquely more rational and “western culture” is a product of 
white people who are somehow innately different than all other people on earth. By recovering 
these alternate mythic legacies from within Europe I also hope to illustrate that it is possible for 
European cultures to enact ecological mythic change and undermine the idea of racial identities 
of myth and instead, see myth as meaning that we constantly re-create, not something that is 
imposed on us because of our race or ethnicity.  
 31 
Susanna Clarke’s neo-Victorian novel, Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell (2006) is the story 
of how magic returns to England after an absence of three hundred years. Clarke’s use of magic 
is essential for signaling its mythic challenge to the Enlightenment lineage. The two kinds of 
magic in the novel—“modern” magic and “fairy” magic are representations of the Enlightenment 
myth and a western European traditional myth that was decried as superstitious and irrational by 
the Enlightenment.  
The Fairy Faith is a nature-based myth traditional in much of Europe. Although minimized 
and trivialized from the Victorian era onwards, the figure of the Celtic fairy is actually a 
powerful nature spirit that looks just like people but walks the earth largely unseen, existing in a 
parallel Otherworld that impacts our world and above all, demands respect. Fairies, much like 
the Aboriginal concept of ancestors in the Dreaming, live within nature and have strong ties and 
associations with the dead. These beings shape peoples’ actions, through prohibitions such as 
killing certain animals and cutting down trees42 but also through a more general conception of 
nature as animated and humans as not exceptional but kin with the rest of existence. In the novel, 
although thought to have retreated completely to their own world, fairies return and revive 
peoples’ ties to the natural world and other living beings—enabling communication among 
 
42 In 1999, in County Clare, Ireland a one hundred-million-pound motorway project was delayed and 
diverted because of the existence of a fairy bush in the proposed route. The seanchaí (historian and 
storyteller) Eddie Lenihan informed the planning commission that the road would disrupt the bush, which 
was a site where the aos sí (fairies) of Munster gathered prior to battling with the neighbouring fairies of 
Connaught. The commissioners rerouted the road to preserve the site. See Gordon Deegan’s article, 
“Fairy Bush Survives the Motorway Planners.” The Irish Times, https://www.irishtimes.com/news/fairy-
bush-survives-the-motorway-planners-1.190053.  Reidar Th. Christiansen also records in his article, 
“Some Notes on the Fairies and the Fairy Faith” in Béaloideas, Iml. 39/41 (1971-73), see page 102, how a 
similar case in County Mayo in 1959, resulted in twenty-five laborers going on strike rather than 
interfering with the sí. Christiansen also indicates that people who express disbelief in fairies were 
thought to be “Protestant or a Yankee” (102).  
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people, land and animals that had been denied under the Enlightenment myth. This return of 
fairies and magic to England occurs during the Industrial Revolution and the novel documents 
how prevalent competing orders of knowledge were at this time and how the Enlightenment 
gained supremacy within England also through narrative strategies. 
The labeling of people and competing orders of knowledge as magical and primitive didn’t 
occur exclusively in colonies. Within England, Sir James Frazer waged a war against what he 
saw as the last remnant of illogical thinking within “civilized” societies—Christianity. Frazer’s 
twelve volume work, The Golden Bough (1890), catalogues examples throughout Europe of 
traditional orders of knowledge—what Frazer terms sympathetic magic.43 Frazer’s goal is to 
show how Christianity is an outgrowth of these older religious beliefs and therefore illustrate 
how Christian thought is incompatible with the Enlightenment. Europeans were supposed to 
have “developed” beyond these ideas, at least according to Tylor and the Cambridge Ritualists, 
but Frazer’s enormous catalog of indigenous, nature-centered beliefs and practices from around 
Europe illustrates the many alter-myths being practiced throughout European cultures, 
competing with the Enlightenment myth for supremacy. Frazer, like Tylor and the Ritualists’ 
classification of colonized peoples as less evolved, classified people within Europe who did not 
conform to the Enlightenment myth—either through their beliefs or through crime—also as 
 
43 Frazer’s writing is an extensive documentation, as well as an attempt to undermine, many non-
Enlightenment myths as they existed at the time. From Bulgaria to Ireland to Scotland and Germany, 
Frazer details many customs and beliefs that he goes to great lengths to show are non-empirical and 
superstitious. Works like Frazer’s were part of the effort to narrate these traditional knowledge practices 
in ways that made them seem less than the Enlightenment myth. Frazer’s real goal in the Golden Bough 
could arguably be Christianity itself, which he directly stated in the first edition, but removed to an 
appendix in the third edition and removed entirely from the single volume, abridged edition, that 
Christianity is a direct outgrowth of the nature-based myths he documents. He aimed to show a general 
teleology of human thought, from magic to religion and finally, according to him, science. 
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primitive.44 Although Frazer does not advocate for genocide he argues that these superstitious 
and illogical beliefs should “die out” in order for more evolved ideas to take their place.  
However, the Enlightenment myth was not only challenged by the existence of 
indigenous and traditional myths in Europe. There was also a backlash against the Enlightenment 
from many living within already Enlightened culture. Romanticism is a movement of people 
raised within the Enlightenment myth that views non-Enlightenment orders of knowledge as 
superior. The Romantics were responsible for the resurrection of fairy ideas as part of the desire 
to uncover “possibilities that a dominant rationalism would otherwise hide” (Silver 17). 
Romantics, like Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats, idealized non-Enlightenment myths and 
decried what they understood as Enlightenment destruction of myth and imagination through 
rationalism. Obsessions with fairies were, according to Carole Silver, attempts to “protest against 
the strictly useful and material,” which the Enlightenment culture had established as the only 
valid rationale for actions both individual and social (3). As Silver writes,  
[i]mpelled in part by political and nationalistic concerns, the English romantics began to 
explore their own supernatural heritage… There was a sense that fairies—utilized by 
Chaucer and redesigned by Shakespeare—were part of England’s precious heritage. 
Nostalgia for a fading British past was yet another factor. Many agreed with the poet-
folklorist James Hogg that the fairies were leaving England. The nation was growing too 
industrial and technological, too urban and material for their health and welfare. (10) 
 
Romantics used fairies to criticize the industrialized, urbanized culture the Enlightenment 
spawned. But the fairies resurrected by Romantic ideals were not faithful to the complex nature 
spirits of traditional myth. Fairies became trivialized through depictions of them as tiny, winged 
 
44 As Achille Mbembé writes, explaining Hannah Arendt’s thesis, “What one witnesses in World War II 
is the extension to the ‘civilized’ peoples of Europe of the methods previously reserved for the ‘savages’” 




creatures, worthy of children’s books and nursery rhymes.45 Their depictions as innocent, 
universally good (although capable to minor naughtiness and pranks), undermined their 
complexity as nature spirits. As Silver shows, minimizing the possible negative effects of human 
and fairy interactions changes these nature spirits makes them impotent or decorative rather than 
dynamic.  
 Traditional fairy lore is much more complex than Romantic depictions allow. Fairies are 
entangled in complex relations with people, which is how fairies are depicted in the novel. 
Although Clarke has a character, a magician named Jonathan Strange, that is a figure of 
Romanticism, she denies the reduction of the Fairy Faith to his idealizing. At the end both he and 
his partner magician, who represents the Enlightenment urge to master the world, are imprisoned 
in a fairy purgatory. While Romantics want to make myth innocent and Enlightenment thinkers 
want myth to be in the service of rational control, myth is neither.  
Clarke’s novel represents Europe as full of nature-based myths and challenges the 
exceptionalism of Europe as the pinnacle of human evolution. Instead, this narrative reveals a 
Europe which shares ways of seeing nature with the non-western cultures studied in this 
dissertation. Pointing out this similarity is not designed to initiate a new teleology but rather to 
undermine the hierarchy of human knowledge that puts the Enlightenment myth above all others 
and point out at that most human societies in the world co-exist with nature by living in complex 
interdependence with it, rather than by mastering it. 
 
 
45 These depictions are ubiquitous in culture, from Disney films to A Midsummer Night’s Dream to the 
Cottingley’s photos. The novel, however, depicts fairies as they are in traditional myth—human sized and 




In his article, “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?” Bruno Latour tantalizingly 
indicates that the English words fairy and fact have a common root. This etymological link 
seems to be through the Latin, fāta, which means ‘fate.’46 Latour characterizes scholarly 
criticism as linking these etymological roots by dismissing meaning through two critical 
strategies, Fact Position and the Fairy Position, both of which inadvertently prevent the kind of 
social change they claim to want. The Fact Position is when criticism takes agency away from 
people by asserting our actions and motives are largely determined by the ways our society 
defines us: as women, people of color or white men. By reducing ourselves to the identity, we 
reduce ourselves to the fated position our culture places us in. If critics take the Fairy Position, 
criticism dismisses a system of meaning—religion or folk belief, for example—as fetish, 
predictably projecting human wants onto a world that neither cares nor responds. Either of these 
positions presents itself as fate. Either we are fated to do things because of who we are, or we are 
fated to do things because of the way the world around us is. Neither of these offers the 
opportunity for social change and both dismiss the urge to create meaning as inevitably 
reductionist and defeating. Latour contends that this relentless undermining is actually 
hierarchical and destructive. While criticism’s goal is to reveal the erroneous logic that creates 
domination, Latour rightly points out that criticism creates a hierarchy in itself by dismissing the 
creation of meaning as flawed at its inception. This tactic was embraced during the Age of the 
Enlightenment in particular. As Foucault says, “The critique is, in a sense, the handbook of 
 
46Modern English ‘fate’ from Middle English, from Old French fat, from Latin fātum (lit. ‘that which has 
been spoken), from neuter past participle of fārī (to speak).  
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reason that has grown up in Enlightenment; and, conversely, the Enlightenment is the age of the 
critique” (“What Is Enlightenment?” 38).  
Critique understands all human meaning as synonymous with ideology—a false 
reconciliation of the real.47 Myths in particular has been singled out as the penultimate example 
of distorting reality. Bruce Lincoln, in Theorizing Myth (1999), writes how various myths are 
used to create hierarchies of human worth from sexism to classism and racism. Roland Barthes’ 
work Mythologies (1957) argues that myth is a diffuse and complex system of meaning that 
circulates in culture not only through narratives but through language itself: through the 
connoted meaning of individual words. Following the privilege of criticism over the creation of 
meaning, Barthes claims mythic language is not reflective of reality but constructs reality 
according to the myth’s own designs for power and therefore distorts. Barthes writes, “I resent 
seeing Nature and History confused at every turn, and I wanted to track down, in the decorative 
display of what-goes-without-saying, the ideological abuse which, in my view, is hidden there” 
(Barthes 11). As he explains:  
Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about them; simply, it 
purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a natural and eternal justification, it 
gives them a clarity which is not that of an explanation but that of a statement of fact. (143) 
 
Barthes asserts critical undermining can unmask this attempt to naturalize meaning. 
 
47 This is Louis Althusser’s definition of ideology in his 1968 essay, “Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses.” Althusser defines ideology as that which “represents the imaginary relationship of 
individuals to their real conditions of existence” (162). For Althusser ideologies are “largely imaginary, 
i.e. do not ‘correspond to reality’” (162) and “constitute an illusion” (162). However, this falsity “make[s] 
allusion to reality, and . . . need only be ‘interpreted’ to discover the reality of the world behind their 
imaginary representations of that world (ideology = illusion / allusion)” (162). Althusser is using the 
Lacanian understanding of the Real, the state of Nature which people have been forever removed from by 
virtue of our use of language. Althusser’s imaginary resembles Lacan’s imaginary order, which is 




The Nigerian playwright and philosopher Wole Soyinka takes Barthes to task for this 
interpretation in his essay “The Critic and Society: Barthes, Leftocracy, and Other Mythologies” 
(1981) where he rejects the idea that there is a humanly constructed knowledge that can exist 
outside of humanly constructed knowledge—a paradox Soyinka takes seriously because failing 
to recognize it maintains the hierarchy of knowledge that Barthes claims to want to undo. 
Although Soyinka commends Barthes for understanding the nature and character of the myths 
his society lives by—the petite bourgeois—Soyinka thinks Barthes inadvertently reasserts this 
bourgeois mentality through the intellectualism Barthes universalizes in his observations. This 
both undoes the force of his critique as well as claims too much by his critique.  
Coming from a culture that had been colonized, Soyinka is able to see the hierarchy of 
worth Barthes can’t. Soyinka writes, “When radical criticism claims that idealism reinforces a 
static, historical, irremediable world-view, I recognize immediately that we have a problem of 
language” (116). This work aligns with Soyinka’s critique. Rather than seeking to undermine 
meaning, I am interested in how the human urge to create meaning can be a force for ecological 
wellbeing.  
However, I do take seriously the criticism that has revealed the authoritarian and white 
supremacist impulses of many western mythologists. Robert Ellwood, in The Politics of Myth 
(1999), traces the political affiliation of several prominent mythologists, Jung, Mircea Eliade and 
Joseph Campbell, with fascisms and other authoritarian politics that overtly support the 
manipulation of people. Given this legacy, it is certainly safer to argue that myth should be 
avoided.  
Myths are powerful forces that can justify violence, as the Enlightenment myth does, just 
as they also mitigate violence. However, I am firmly convinced that myths are the pharmakon 
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that humanity must live with. The power and potential in myth is only matched by its force as a 
destructive agent and therefore rather than constantly trying to destroy meaning through critical 
arguments or avoid myth through appeals to scientific data, what is needed are myths that 
emphasize community, respect, responsibility and reciprocity. The indigenous and traditional 
myths the novelists in this study reference have these elements, as we shall see in later chapters. 
It is how human communities have sustained themselves and their environments for the million 
odd years of human history. Destructive myths can only be dispelled through the articulation of 
another meaning.  
As this work seeks to demonstrate, such meaning cannot be a universalized. No one 
mythic lineage is resonant for all people and places. Rather, as the works I consider in this 
dissertation show, the future of myth should be a pluriverse. In addressing the Anthropocene 
what is needed is a “reduction of scales” (Cadena and Blaser 16) not another attempt to create a 
global system. These novels suggest that the Anthropocene can mark the end of such 
universalizing projects and instead cultivate heterogenous worldings that are similarly invested 
in ecological wellbeing but manifest those concerns through different ways. When human 
communities create their own meaning, as they do in many of these novels, it is local and 
collaborative. The project of this work is to show how the creation of such narratives is 
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Nature as Fate:  
Cloud Atlas and the Myth of the Eternal Return 
 
 
But the more the illusion of magic vanishes, the more implacable repetition, in the guise of 
regularity, imprisons human beings in the cycle now objectified in the laws of nature, to which 
they believe they owe their security as free subjects—Dialectic of the Enlightenment 
 
 
David Mitchell’s novel Cloud Atlas (2004) is a complex book that barely can be defined 
as a novel. It is composed of six different stories, taking place in six different places and times 
and with no common characters between them. Mitchell, however, holds these disparate 
narratives together in a variety of ways that makes it more than a collection of short stories. All 
the societies in Cloud Atlas share an understanding of the laws of nature as one constant cycle of 
creative destruction—evoking the myth of the eternal return.48 In a rather superficial nod to this 
larger idea, the novel’s six protagonists share a common birth mark—a comet, which evokes the 
dinosaur annihilating extinction event but also all other mass extinctions, including those to 
come. The birth mark is a prophecy of destruction which all the societies in the novel, despite 
their differences, believe is fated but which readers can see they manifest through their belief in 
 
48 The myth of the eternal return is strongly represented in the lineage of thought Adorno and Horkheimer 
trace in their study of the Enlightenment. Ecclesiastes, Pythagoras, and the Stoics all had theories of 
eternal return or eternal recurrence. In modern times Nietzsche, who will be discussed later, offered a 
version of this myth and the myth theorist Mircea Eliade published a book, The Myth of the Eternal 
Return, or Cosmos and History, Princeton University Press, 1954 on the subject. All of these theorists 
have different interpretations of the idea of recurrence. However, all interpretations are engaged with the 
questions above: what is humanly created and what is beyond human control?  
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this inevitability. This climaxes in a post-apocalyptic future, which forms the heart of the novel. 
This nadir is the furthest temporal point in the future, tracing a trajectory which is increasingly 
violent and destructive, and undermining the claim that destruction is a creative force.49 The 
birthmark on the protagonists’ bodies reads nature onto human being and claims to know nature 
as destructive—even world annihilating.  After this mid-point, the interrupted half-chapters 
return in reverse order and end back at the nineteenth century narrative that bookends the novel.  
The eternal return is a myth invested in answering philosophical questions about human 
life: What is historical and what is eternal? What is under human control and what is beyond 
human control? Since ancient times, the eternal return has read human life and nature as cyclical, 
equating the birth and death of human life with the seasons. In the contemporary moment, this 
understanding of existence as cyclical also includes the great extinction events, which are 
referenced through the characters’ comet shaped birthmarks as well as the apocalyptic and post-
apocalyptic chapters in the novel. The eternal return’s basis in the naturalness of creative 
destruction offers a resolution to the question of why all living things die and creates a resolution 
through understanding death as necessary for new life. But Mitchell’s use of the eternal return 
signals to readers his interest in undermining the claim that the laws of nature unavoidably 
determine human social reality, not reinforcing it. The novel challenges the belief that human 
 
49 Heather Hicks also notes Cloud Atlas’ use of the myth of the eternal return in her article, ‘This Time 
Round’: David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas and the Apocalyptic Problem of Historicism.” Postmodern Culture 
20.3 (2010) where she attributes it to Mircea Eliade’s idea of the “terror of history.” Like Eliade, 
Mitchell’s novel paints a picture of the terror of history born from the belief in the transcendent power of 
natural law over human social worlds. However, I disagree with Hicks’ reading in the specifics. For 
Eliade, the human return to ritual is the act that erases the violent rule of natural law that creates the terror 
that is the meaninglessness of human existence in time. But, in Cloud Atlas it is the ritual repetition of 
belief as unavoidably a reflection of natural law that manifests the cycle of never-ending destruction. In 
Cloud Atlas the terror of history is created by humanity’s ritual reenactment of violence which they 
believe is natural law.  
 45 
social worlds, like nature, are fated and that beliefs have little impact on our realities. At the very 
end of the novel, Mitchell’s nineteenth century narrator, Adam Ewing proposes that it is belief in 
an inherently violent and competitive human nature that manifests the violence and destruction 
in the novel—not the laws of nature. He proposes that a peaceful and collaborative 
understanding of human being could create social worlds that do not sanction violence but foster 
collaboration. Mitchell’s ending indicates that the way out of the conceptual trap of the eternal 
return is by breaking the Enlightenment’s claims of inevitability. By seeing the Enlightenment 
legacy as a myth, we can take away its force as a law of nature, and open up the possibility of 
seeing ourselves, each other and the world differently.  
 
Destiny? 
Cloud Atlas begins with the story of Adam Ewing, a nineteenth-century lawyer from 
California who is returning home from Australia where he was the executor to a will. Readers 
are first introduced to the idea of human nature as an extension of the laws of nature in this 
nineteenth century frame narrative. Adam evokes the biblical Adam, a kind of founder for the 
rest of the novel’s protagonists, but he also invokes Darwin.50 He is travelling on a ship in the 
Pacific Ocean, recording his journey in his diary and he encounters slavery and tortoise51 soup. 
 
50 Celia Wallhead and Marie-Luise Kohlke also notice the foundational role Adam Ewing’s narrative 
plays in the novel in their chapter, “The Neo-Victorian Frame of Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas: Temporal and 
Traumatic Reverberations” in the book Neo-Victorian Tropes of Trauma: The Politics of Bearing After-
Witness to Nineteenth-Century Suffering, Rodopi, 2010, which they indicate is the legacy of nineteenth 
century traumas which reverberate through to the contemporary moment.  
 
51 The Origin of Species while a significant scientific text is also a record of Darwin’s travels on the 
Beagle. “While staying in this upper region we lived entirely upon tortoise-meat: the breastplate roasted 
(as the Gauchos do carne con cuero), with the flesh on it, is very good; and the young tortoises make 
excellent soup; but otherwise the meat to my taste is indifferent” (Origin of Species Chapter 8). 
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Adam’s parallel journey takes place on a ship, The Prophetess—an allusion to the conflation of 
myth as nature—which is also traveling through the Pacific, like Darwin’s Beagle. This moment, 
is when the Enlightenment myth starts to see human being as determined by evolution and 
therefore human societies unavoidably competitive and violent. Readers see how characters 
explain and justify slavery and colonization through appeals to these violent and competitive 
laws of nature. Adam, like the other European characters in the chapter, initially also sees nature 
as objectively violent until, towards the end of his story, he is made victim of this myth.  
One of the starkest examples of the Enlightenment myth occurs when the Prophetess 
stops en route from Australia to San Francisco on the island Ra'iātea,52 Adam has dinner with a 
missionary, Preacher Horrox, and his son-in-law, Captain Molyneaux. In their dinner 
conversation, both the Preacher and the Captain expound on the understanding of human social 
worlds as an extension of the laws of nature. In the Preacher’s view, which is tacitly and 
explicitly supported by others at dinner, progress—by which he means, industrialization, 
capitalism and urbanization—is a law of nature that is enacted both unevenly, favoring certain 
people over others, and through violence. The Preacher asserts progress is a measure of fitness—
as in evolutionary fitness, determining survival—and colonialism and slavery are a kind of 
evolutionary natural selection, which will result in the extinction of the unfit. Adam sits quietly 
as the missionary explains this theory to Captain Molyneux:  
“You mean”—Cpt. Molyneux finished his soup—“extinction?” 
“I do, Captain, I do. Nature’s Law and Progress move as one. Our own century shall 
witness humanity’s tribes fulfill those prophecies writ in their racial traits. The superior 
shall relegate the overpopulous savages to their natural numbers. Unpleasant scenes may 
 
52Ra'iātea is in French Polynesia and is considered the historic homeland of the Māori who regard 
Taputapuātea marae as a sacred temple of their ancestors. See Lyn Carter, et al. Te Koparapara: An 




ensue, but men of intellectual courage must not flinch. A glorious order shall follow, 
when all races shall know & aye, embrace, their place in God’s ladder of civilization…. 
“Amen to that, Preacher,” replied Cpt. Molyneux. (emphasis mine 487)  
 
Adam does not even flinch at this conversation, he placidly sites by eating tortoise soup, and this 
passivity reveals that he fundamentally shares the views of the Preacher.  
These views are shown to be not inconsistent with other attributes people favorably 
associate with the Enlightenment legacy. When readers meet Adam, he seems to possess all the 
attributes the Enlightenment claimed to value. He is a lawyer, a profession that creates and 
maintains a just social order, who travelled all the way to Australia to deliver a will—which he 
does not steal. He is married and does not indulge in extramarital affairs. He is therefore honest, 
a key virtue of the Enlightenment (Moretti). He thinks of his son fondly and treats other white 
people respectfully. While he does not deny the existence of God, he is not overtly religious—
declining to attend church and favors, the company of a self-professed medical doctor, Henry 
Goose. Adam is secular but also does not deny the existence of God and therefore marking him 
as a bourgeois of the nineteenth century (Moretti).   
Adam meets Dr. Goose on a remote outcrop of the Chatham Islands where he finds 
Goose sifting through sand for teeth, which he claims he turns into dentures for wealthy patrons 
back in London. Goose tells Adam there are so many teeth on this Pacific Island because, “In 
days gone by this Arcadian strand was a cannibals’ banqueting hall, yes, where the strong 
engorged themselves on the weak” (3). This phrase, “the weak are meat that the strong do eat” 
(503) turns out to be Goose’s moto, variations of which he repeats at many points. Goose is also 
an Enlightenment thinker but much more in line with Malthus and Darwin. Goose sees all life as 
a competition for survival and does not subscribe to the liberal ideals of honesty, usefulness and 
justice that Adam does. However, Adam and Goose’s friendship indicates that despite these 
 48 
superficial differences, their views share an underlying commonality that human nature 
determines human social worlds and human nature is essentially violent.  
This commonality is illustrated during one event, when Adam and Goose, while on the 
Chatham islands, see a Māori whipping a Moriori53 slave, whom we later learn is named Autua. 
As Autua is being whipped, Adam writes,  
I confess, I swooned under each fall of the lash. Then a peculiar thing occurred. The 
beaten savage raised his slumped head, found my eye & shone me a look of uncanny, 
amicable knowing! A tattooed ‘blackfella’ approached us & flicked his nephrite dagger to 
indicate that we were unwelcome. I inquired after the nature of the prisoner’s crime. 
Henry put his arm around me. “Come, Adam, a wise man does not step betwixt the beast 
& his meat.” (6) 
 
While Adam initially objects to Autua’s treatment—recognizing in Autua a common humanity 
and demanding from the Māori punisher to know what reason there is for such treatment—he is 
easily dissuaded by both the threat of force from the Māori and placated by Goose’s statement, 
which relieves Adam of his guilt by appealing to the indissoluble laws of nature. In this instance, 
although Adam dislikes the violence necessary to enforce slavery, in a perverse justification he 
says, although Autua should not be whipped for no reason, “I protested, to civilize the Black 
races by conversion should be our mission…” (Cloud Atlas 16). Adam does not mean conversion 
to Christianity—he is barely Christian himself. He means valuing his values, adhering to his 
beliefs and understanding the world in the way he does. In short, becoming a believer of the 
Enlightenment myth. While Goose sees the beating as a naked example of the innate violence 
and competition of life, Adam sees the beating as part of a necessary enforcement of “civilizing.” 
 
53 “The Moriori, of the Chatham Islands, took a solemn vow of peace known as Nunuku’s Law. The 
decision to uphold this sacred law in the face of aggression in 1835 had tragic consequences. They were 
slaughtered, enslaved, and dispossessed of their lands by Māori seeking new land” as a result of 
displacement due to European colonization. See: Taonga, New Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage 
Te Manatu. Moriori – Te Ara Encyclopedia of New Zealand. /en/moriori. 
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Although Goose’s statement is much more direct, and Goose approves of methods Adam 
eschews, their views are similar. Adam tacitly justifies this behavior by claiming that although 
incorrect in technique—whipping is so brutish—it is correct in intention—these people do need 
to be “civilized.”  
This is further illustrated when, some nights after this encounter, in his room on the 
Prophetess, Adam finds Autua stowed away in his berth. At first, Adam threatens to report him. 
“I told the stowaway he was already ‘in trouble dead.’ The Prophetess was a mercantile vessel, 
not an ‘underground railroad’ for rescued slaves” (26). Adam has no intention of helping Autua 
once he has an opportunity. Only reluctantly does Adam agree not to report Autua, because 
Autua threatens to kill himself if Adam reveals him. After Adam agrees to keep quiet, he and 
Autua talk.  Autua tells Adam about the personal challenges he has suffered—as well as his 
many accomplishments—and Adam gains respect for the man because of all he has suffered and 
overcome. Nonetheless, eventually, Autua is discovered and Adam does not defend him to the 
crew. Autua once again rises to the occasion and proves his worth by displaying his skills at 
seamanship—under gunpoint. Because of his skills he is allowed to continue to sail until the ship 
next docks. Without Autua’s extraordinary personal strength and conveniently appropriate skill, 
he would not have been spared.  
In this encounter, again, Adam, illustrates his essential belief in the laws of nature and the 
idea of social progress and human development as Preacher Horrox explains it. He does not try 
to help Autua in any active way—he only passively declines to report him as a stowaway—
despite his avowed dislike of the violence of slavery he doesn’t take action to prevent the 
violence. Adam is essentially apathetic because he sees this state of affairs as natural—and 
therefore, unavoidable and also, beyond the impact of any individual’s actions. Nature is fate and 
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nature dictates violence. Adam only begins to question this myth when he realizes that Henry 
Goose sees Adam as an example of weakness and a person selected by nature as disposable.  
However, before we can witness this encounter, Adam’s story breaks off and readers are 
led through time and space in half chapters. All the protagonists in these chapters object, like 
Adam, to the cruelty of their social worlds. However, all of them, like Adam, also see this 
violence as natural, and therefore unavoidable. Adam is the everyman that initiates the model all 
other protagonists in Cloud Atlas are iterations of. Like Adam, all the protagonists object to the 
historicized violence they experience but none of them understands the violence as historical. 
Instead, they see it as human nature: the eternal return of a biologically predestined order. They 
understand human social worlds and history as a simple extension of nature, which cannot be 
challenged or changed. Their stories begin in half chapters that take place between the wars in 
Bruges, 1970s California, contemporary England, and a dystopian future set in Korea where 
readers sense impending catastrophe—both economic and environmental. At the center of the 
novel is a world that has been destroyed through unnamed catastrophe(s): the environmentally 
wrecked, post-apocalyptic future chapter, “Sloosha's Crossin' an' Ev'rythin' After,” which is the 
only uninterrupted chapter in the novel. It is in this chapter, which is the furthest temporal 
distance from the nineteenth century frame narrative, the continuity in belief between these 
disparate times and places is most clear.  
 
This Future Sucks 
 While the novel travels through a vast amount of time—almost four hundred years—and 
space, the societies in the novel all ascribe to an understanding of nature as a force which cannot 
be overcome by human beliefs. Socially inflicted violence is understood as a result of human 
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nature. However, Mitchell’s narrative strategies reveal the repetitions of violence not as 
immutable laws of nature but the result of the reenactment of these beliefs by characters 
throughout time. In this postapocalyptic future chapter, the main characters express an idea of 
human nature that is drawn from nineteenth century anthropology. This understanding of human 
nature formed the basis for Freud’s theory of the human mind and served to justify the final 
domination—of the self by the self—that completes the dialectic of the Enlightenment. The 
purpose of this representation is not to further naturalize it but, I argue, to reveal how belief 
manifests social realities and without a change in belief, social domination will continue. 
Despite this chapter being the furthest temporal distance from Adam Ewing’s nineteenth 
century, “Sloosha's Crossin'” bears a remarkable resemblance to Adam Ewing’s. It also takes 
place in the Pacific, this time on Hawai’I, after unnamed environmental catastrophe(s) has 
decimated most of the world, where a tribe that believes in a “god o’ Smart named Darwin” 
(277), indicating that the Darwinian worldview of violence and competition has finally been 
codified as religion. Although, due to the ecological collapse, they have little technology and 
superficially resemble a traditional community in many respects, this community has not lost the 
Enlightenment myth which has been retained in the belief that human nature is an extension of 
the laws of nature. This chapter undoes the idea of creative destruction completely as myth is 
shown to survive social collapse to continue the cycle of violence and destruction eternally.  
This chapter’s narrator is a man named Zachry. Like Autua, Zachry lives in a small 
community that is regularly raided by their violent neighbors, the Kona, and people in Zachry’s 
community are killed or taken to be slaves. His community is also frequented by a lady named 
Meronym who lives in a society that is the last remnant of the pre-apocalyptic world and travels 
to Hawai’I on a high-powered boat, as a kind of anthropologist. Meronym, like Adam Ewing, 
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believes Zachry’s tribe needs to be “civilized” although she feigns detachment. This picture is 
familiar in all but the particulars to the novel’s nineteenth-century frame narrative: indigenous 
island people are visited by ‘civilized’ outsiders who travel on ships that possess technology the 
‘natives’ lack and who see their myth as superior to the ‘natives,’ who need to be converted. 
This similarity becomes even more evident in a conversation Zachry and Meronym have. 
While the Preacher and Captain’s conversation details how some people dominate other people 
because of the laws of nature, Zachry and Meronym’s conversation asserts why people need to 
dominate themselves, in order to control their “inner” nature. Zachry begins this conversation by 
asking Meronym: 
So is it better to be savage’n to be Civ’lized? 
What’s the naked meanin’ b’hin them two words? 
Savages ain’t got no laws, I said, but Civ’lizeds got laws. 
Deeper’n that it’s this. The savage sat’fies his needs now. He’s hungry, he’ll eat. He’s 
angry, he’ll knuckly. He’s swellin’, he’ll shoot up a woman. His master is his will, as’ if 
his will say-soes “Kill” he’ll kill. Like fangy animals. 
Yay, that was the Kona. 
Now the Civ’lized got the same needs too, but he dees further. He’ll eat half his food now, 
yay, but plant half so he won’t go hungry ‘morrow. He’s angrey, he’ll stop’n’ think why 
so he won’t get angry next time. He’s swellin’, well, he’s for sisses an’ daughters what 
need respectin’ so he’ll respect his bros’ sisses an’ daughters. His will is his slave, an’ if 
his will say-soes, “Don’t!” he won’t, nay.  
So, I asked ‘gain, is it better to be savage’n to be Civ’lized? 
List’n, savages an’ Civ’lizeds ain’t divvied by tribes of b’liefs or mountain ranges, nay, 
ev’ry human is both, yay. (303) 
 
Zachry begins by declaring that the difference between the savage and the civilized—words that 
Meronym has introduced to him—is the following of laws, to which Meronym replies that 
“civilized” human society is governed not by superficial laws but by the inner control of the 
human mind acting upon itself. Meronym’s claim that “ev’ry human is both” civilized and 
savage takes the idea of evolution the Preacher expresses and applies it to the psyche.  
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Meronym’s claim that “civilized” human society is governed not by legal codes but by 
each individual, who controls their innate instincts of violence and competition within 
themselves was the foundational assumption in Victorian anthropology, which was quickly 
simplified into racism, and justified the repression of the individual by himself.54 Freud was one 
of the major theorizers of this idea. Made explicit in his work, Totem and Taboo (1913), Freud 
creates an origin story for the Enlightenment myth. In this imagined, primordial past there lived a 
patriarch who ruled his family with extreme violence—killing or castrating his sons to prohibit 
them from mating with their mothers and sisters, whom the father claimed for himself. 
Meronym’s claim that when the savage is “… swellin’, he’ll shoot up a woman” is a direct 
allusion to this supposedly primordial nature. The brother-horde eventually bands together, 
killing and eating the father. Afterwards, they instituted an injunction against incest since their 
primary reason for killing their father was in order to possess the sisters themselves and they feel 
guilt after killing him. Freud claims this was the establishment of the first social contract.  
Freud claims that people consciously forgot pre-historic memories but they remained 
buried in their unconscious minds like archeological remains of the pre-historic were buried in 
layers of the earth. “We must conclude that the mental residue of those primeval times has 
become a heritage which, with each new generation, needs only to be awakened, not to be 
reacquired” (Totem and Taboo 170). Psychoanalysis could uncover this primordial psyche just as 
the archeologist could uncover artifacts. Civilization and its Discontents (1930) contains Freud’s 
most famous articulation of the archeology metaphor. In this example the human psyche is 
 
54 See Henry S. Maine, Ancient Law: Its Connection with the Early History of Society, and Its Relation to 
Modern Ideas. New York, N.Y.: Dorset Press, 1986, Chapters 5 and 6. I intentionally use the masculine 
pronoun here because women, children and non-neurotypical people were not thought to be able to 
control their innate urges, unlike white men who were the most able to do so. 
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analogous to the ancient city of Rome—a place where human settlement has occurred over 
centuries:  
Now let us, by flight of imagination, suppose that Rome is not a human habitation but a 
psychical entity, that is to say, in which nothing that has once come into existence will 
have passed away and all the earlier phases of developments continue to exist alongside 
the latest one….On the Piazza of the Pantheon we should find not only the Pantheon of 
today, as it was bequeathed to us by Hadrian, but, on the same site, the original edifice 
erected by Agrippa… (18) 
 
In this explanation we see how the metaphor of archeology allows Freud to construct a psyche 
which is layered while simultaneously enabling all original contents to be intact and unaffected 
by succeeding layers. Through this metaphor Freud can make comprehensible his idea that the 
original psyche exists in all people, just as the monuments of Agrippa and Hadrian coexist. It is 
also through this metaphor that Freud can assert a notion of time that is at once linear as well as 
eternally returning.   
The similarity between Meronym’s statements, made by a woman of color in a post-
apocalyptic future, and Freud’s mark these two distinct times and places as similar—despite their 
superficial differences. The commonality is the belief in the myth of an inherently violent and 
competitive human. This is Meronym’s implicit claim as well. Meronym asserts that the way to 
control these inherent and destructive urges is to “civilize” yourself. To suppress your innate 
nature through the acceptance of the rules of society and therefore master your unavoidably 
violent desires just like Freud’s manhole cover of civilization.  
Meronym’s voicing of the theory on the savage inherent in us all is a clear reference to 
readers that this post-apocalyptic future is re-establishing the worldview that manifested the 
apocalypse. Although Meronym is a woman of color and Zachry a white male, their roles as 
“benevolent” cultural colonizer and contemporary “native” are clearly a reference to colonization 
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and to Adam Ewing’s world, in which readers encounter the colonization of native peoples of the 
Pacific and the various justifications for that colonization. As Fredric Jameson has pointed out, 
“so-called human nature is historical: every society constructs its own” (37). The voicing of the 
Victorian idea of human nature in this imagined, post-apocalyptic future marks these two 
seemingly disparate times and places as culturally the same. Far from a revelation or a clearing 
away of the errors of the past, this apocalypse only reestablishes the past that created it. The 
world of “Sloosha’s Crossin” has been termed “a distant, annihilated future where the ‘candle 
o’civ’lise is burnt away’ the surviving vestiges of humanity having fallen into superstition and 
violence of a new Dark Age” (Childs 148). But this post-cataclysmic world is not a pre-civilized 
one. Nor is it a world where the level of human contact has shrunken from the global back to the 
local, as has also been claimed (Machinal 142). Although Zachry is a member of a tribe that very 
much resembles traditional societies—they have little technology, little hierarchy, and little 
weaponry--they have a long and complex history, including beliefs that have been retained from 
the time before. Zachry’s tribe believes in a “god o’ Smart named Darwin” (277), linking them 
conceptually to the earlier chapters in the novel and indicating that even environmental collapse 
and apocalypse doesn’t eliminate this destructive way of thinking.  Through Meronym’s benign 
cultural imperialism, readers witness the order of knowledge that created the apocalypse re-
inscribe itself in its ruins. The human as an unavoidably violent and competitive being—subject 
to its own biological drives—re-instantiates itself in a future which bears witness to the 
destruction this mentality has manifest. Meronym is coaching Zachry to voice the liberal 
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promise—a person can become civilized; they just have to suppress their ‘natural’ instincts in 
order to do so. In order to dominate nature, people need to dominate themselves.55  
Despite this, many critics have read Cloud Atlas as a positive narrative that embraces the 
potential for people to change our social worlds. This is largely due to the second half of the 
novel. After the nadir of “Sloosha’s Crossin,’” the novel returns in reverse chronological order to 
those half-narratives it left off in the beginning of the book, and protagonists in these stories take 
actions many have read as trying to avert this post-apocalyptic future. Peter Childs and James 
Green read Cloud Atlas’s cyclical structure as a spiral which is slowly but ever-gaining 
betterment. They write: 
Rather than the future being impossible to resist—an outcome hard-coded into our 
biological or social nature and thus already etched into the trajectory of history—as the 
interrupted narratives are resumed the novel emphasizes that it is fashioned by the ethical 
choices made by individuals and societies, thereby reasserting the potential of political 
agency. (153) 
 
Childs and Green’s political agency is the idea that people can act from within a myth to alter its 
fundamental operation. But, most of the resolutions hardly seem an articulation of positive 
political agency. The interwar years in the Europe chapter’s protagonist, Robert Frobisher, 
resolves his story through suicide. The hero of the contemporary chapter decides to move to a 
remote region and drop-out of mainstream culture. However, there are two chapters that could 
offer potentially positive readings of political agency: the dystopian “An Orison of Sonmi-451” 
and Adam Ewing’s nineteenth-century resolution. I argue Sonmi’s act references past attempts at 
 
55 Interestingly, this dialog is cited by Helene Machinal, in “Cloud Atlas: From Postmodernity to 
Posthuman.” David Mitchell: Critical Essays. Ed. Sarah Dillon. Gylphi Limited, 2011, as liberatory: 
“According to the character [Meronym] (who could be seen as a voice of the author) the reconstruction of 
a community based on the respect of human and natural environments is a necessity without which no 
survival is possible” (143). However, as Meronym’s name indicates, she is one part used to reference a 
larger whole. She expresses the person dominating themselves which is the final step in the dialectic of 
the Enlightenment.  
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reform that have failed. Mitchell’s narrative reference to these historical reforms indicates that 
rather than initiating social change, Sonmi’s actions will not alter the course of her world. 
Adam’s resolution is a failure because of his fear of nihilism although, Adam does have an 
insight that understands the root cause of violence and destruction in his society. 
 
The Failures of Reforms 
 The second half of the novel returns to the unfinished narratives from before “Sloosha’s 
Crossin,” and through allusion to real historical events, corrects an understanding of historical 
time as either simple repetition of the past or as a spiral of ever-increasing betterment. Adam and 
Sonmi try to address their society’s domination through reforms that would legally prohibit 
domination. Sonmi’s act references historical human rights documents, which are understood as 
the foundation for modern social democracies. Adam embraces abolitionism, which is celebrated 
as an end to the transatlantic slave trade in the United States. However, despite the characters’ 
affective investment in these solutions, readers know that the injustices these reforms sought to 
eliminate continued.56 Reading with these failures in mind, Sonmi and Adam’s resolutions are 
largely ineffective, despite their good intentions. With these historical failures in mind, these 
chapters illuminate the inefficacy of these tactics, rather than encourage a reading of the second 
half of the novel as increasing in betterment. However, reading the second half of the novel as a 
 
56 Although the transatlantic slave trade officially ended with abolition, slavery continues to exist. See 
Kevin Bales’ book, Disposable People: New Slavery in the Global Economy, Updated with a New 
Preface. University of California Press, 2012. For a list of some of the genocides since the end of World 
War II see Demuynck, Sarah, et al. “ACTS OF GENOCIDE COMMITTED SINCE THE ADOPTION 
OF THE CONVENTION ON THE PREVENTION AND PUNISHMENT OF THE CRIME OF 




depiction of failure makes the insight Adam Ewing has at the end all the more significant 
because he realizes the need for a new myth.  
Sonmi’s story is told in the chapter “An Orison of Sonmi 451” which depicts a world, run 
by the mega corporation Nea So Copros. In this future, violence is institutionalized and 
naturalized at every stage in life, for every living thing—even trees. Human clones are created to 
be enslaved for life, undertaking the work humanity cannot or does not want to do. These clones, 
termed fabricants, are processed, after their allotted lifespans, into food for other clones in 
factories similar to contemporary agribusiness slaughterhouses. Sonmi-451 is an “ascended” 
fabricant: a genetically specific clone that has surpassed her supposed genetic hardwiring to 
become a freethinking and desiring person. This reality completely undermines her society’s 
view of beings as essentially biological. She should not be able to desire or know that which is 
beyond her biological attributes. Because she does, the Corpocracy perceives her as a threat to 
the established order. After being exposed to the evils of the Corpocracy by a man she knows as 
Hae-Joo, she writes the Declaration of the Rights of Fabricants, at his prompting. This 
document, an allusion to historical calls for human rights, seeks to establish personhood status 
for fabricants.  
Sonmi’s Declarations reference the real historical documents that sought recognition of 
personhood status for those formerly denied that status including, Declaration of the Rights of 
Man (1789), Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen (1791), A Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman: with Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects (1792) and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). While their intentions were noble, the 
contemporary world has not witnessed the authors’ desired protection of the human under these 
declarations. While the first declarations established rights for some, the designation of the 
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category of the citizen was exclusionary, being limited to white males of property. The later 
declaration sought to extend this status to all biologically human beings. Unfortunately, every 
article in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights has been violated in the years since its 
publication, as society repeats the violence of the past. There is nothing in the mere fact of being 
biologically human which has historically guaranteed human beings the rights of personhood—
as Sonmi’s story illustrates.  
Childs and Green have a more positive reading of humanism and celebrate Sonmi’s 
Declaration as a pronouncement of the fundamental rights of clones. However, the novel reveals 
the nefarious intentions behind this act in order to undermine any positive reading of it. After the 
circulation of the Declaration, Sonmi is arrested and, during her imprisonment, she is told Hae-
Joo is a corpocratic spy and encouraged Sonmi to write the Declaration at the prompting of the 
Corpocracy. The purpose of this document was to circulate it among the consumers of the 
Corpocracy in order: 
To generate the show trial of the decade. To make every last pureblood in Nea So Copros 
mistrustful of every last fabricant. To manufacture downstrata consent for the Juche’s 
new Fabricant Xpiry Act. To discredit Abolitionism. You can see, the whole conspiracy 
has been a resounding success. (348-9) 
 
Rather than an act of rebellion, Sonmi’s writing of the Declaration is revealed as a strategy of 
the Corpocracy in order to reassert the natural status of the “purebloods”—the non-clones. 
Rather than a depiction of positive political agency, Sonmi’s act is described as playing into the 
plans of those who dominate her. 
Sonmi’s Declarations were the brainchild of the Corpocracy because the Corpocracy 
recognize that some beings can never be accepted as fully human through acquiescence to the 
dominant standards of the human (Fanon). In writing the Declaration of the Rights of Fabricants 
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Sonmi inadvertently further reinforces the fabricants’ otherness and therefore their exclusion 
from personhood while re-instantiating the very category of the person as it is defined within the 
Corpocracy. When the Archivist alludes to this tactic’s past failures, Sonmi quotes Seneca’s 
statement to Nero: "No matter how many you may slay, you cannot kill your successor" 
(Cocceianus 62:18). Sonmi intends this statement to mean that political change is inevitable: no 
matter how many times revolutionaries are killed, there will always be another revolution. 
However, classifying her act as revolutionary despite that it was the brainchild of the 
Corpocracy, cements this chapter as a dystopian future. Sonmi is so dominated she can’t even 
recognize it as domination when it happens. 
Neither does Adam Ewing. At the end of his story, Adam also vows to sacrifice his life in 
order to fight one specific manifestation of violence: enslavement. Readers also have historical 
context that demonstrates the limited benefits of Adam’s fight but, Adam’s narrative does not 
end without giving readers a glimpse of a more positive alternative: that people can change 
myths because myths are not a mere reflection of nature.  
When Adam’s story resumes readers realize he is slowly being poisoned by his 
companion Henry Goose who, it turns out, is not a doctor but a barber-surgeon, and is trying to 
kill Adam in order to steal the inheritance Adam is conveying back to California. Under the 
guise of giving Adam a cure for a mysterious, Pacific island illness, Goose has been giving 
Adam arsenic. Adam realizes this too late to help himself—he can’t even move. In this moment 
Goose explains his belief in the naturalness of domination succinctly: 
Well, Adam, even friends are made of meat. ‘’Tis absurdly simple. I need money & in 
your trunk, I am told, is an entire estate, so I have killed you for it… Maoris prey of 
Moriori, White prey on the darker-hued cousins, fleas prey on mic, cates prey on rats… 
Death on the Living… Your turn to be eaten, dear Adam. You were no more gullible than 
any other of my patrons. (503) 
 61 
 
Adam is shocked that Goose sees him as a “piece of meat” rather than man who is naturally 
supposed to dominate others, as he has seen himself. The narrative does not record his feelings at 
this moment because he passes out and seems to be dying. At this point, Autua rescues Adam by 
forcing him to throw-up the poison. Up to this point, Adam had shared Goose’s beliefs that 
certain people were destined to be dominated—he just didn’t see himself as one of those people 
and he didn’t embrace the naked violence Goose did. But Adam’s near-death experience 
profoundly shakes his beliefs. Adam realizes that his way of seeing the world almost lead to his 
own death. He realizes that human social worlds are not simply a reflection of nature but shaped 
by human beliefs, which both enable and justify certain human actions. The repetition 
throughout the novel is not, Adam realizes, due to human nature but due to peoples’ belief in this 
way of seeing each other and the world.  
Cloud Atlas ends by asserting that the future can be different—if we believe it can be. In 
the very last pages, Adam says: 
What precipitates Acts? Belief. 
Belief is both prize & battlefield, within the mind & in the mind's mirror, the world. If we 
believe humanity is a ladder of tribes, a colosseum of confrontation, exploitation & 
bestiality, such a humanity is surely brought into being…(508) 
 
Adam’s insight is that the violence readers have witnessed in the novel repeats because people 
believe this violence and destruction are an inevitable part of being human. It also implies that if 
humans were understood differently, then human societies would be different. He says: “Belief is 
both prize & battlefield, within the mind & in the mind's mirror, the world” (508).  
Adam realizes a different kind of social reality is possible if people believe it is. He says, 
“If we believe humanity is a ladder of tribes, a colosseum of confrontation, exploitation & 
bestiality, such a humanity is surely brought into being…” (508). It follows that, if people have 
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other beliefs, then another humanly constructed social world will emerge because people will act 
differently. This scene is the main reason Cloud Atlas has been read as a positive novel. Adam’s 
insight is profoundly liberating—we are not fated to kill each other and destroy the earth, he 
seems to say. We can choose our future, and we can create anew because humanity is in control 
of human social worlds. It is a profoundly liberating realization and one that can hardly be 
denied.  
However, his insight is short-lived. Without these beliefs, or another belief, life appears 
as meaningless. After Adam has the insight that human knowledge is constructed by humanity 
and not a simple reflection of objective truth, he has a moment in which he confronts a void of 
value—the quintessential modern problem of nihilism. Adam realizes that there is no outside and 
objective source—like nature—from which human societies can deduce a meaning. There is only 
a flawed and contingent, humanly constructed meaning: myths. The confidence Adam has 
displayed throughout his narrative—in making judgements about Goose and Autua, in asserting 
what the “right” thing to do is—are all revealed as errors. This moment is both liberating as well 
as profoundly traumatic. It’s the awareness that people create meaning for ourselves and there is 
no outside source—a transcendent God or an omnipotent nature. Although momentarily 
liberating, this realization also leads Adam to an existentialist threat. 
Without outside referents how do people agree on commonly accepted guidelines of 
behavior? What is permitted? What is good? Do we have any reason to work together? What if 
there is no meaning to human life and no reason for human community? These are threatening 
questions to ask and difficult questions to answer. Without commonly accepted beliefs and 
values human societies are threatened with dissolution. While myths can justify hierarchies, 
violence and destruction, without myth, human life seems meaningless. This nihilism justifies 
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nothing and allows everything. This lack of meaning is exactly the opposite of what Adam 
wants.  
When he starts this train of thought it’s because he realizes he, too, can be a victim of the 
belief that nature determines human lives and nature is a force of unavoidable destruction and 
violence. He realizes that believing this will result in a “purely predatory world.” He wants to 
imagine a world where beliefs and values create collaborative not competitive, supportive not 
exploitative and egalitarian not hierarchical societies. But, those beliefs are also humanly 
created. How do people create those kinds of values? Without an objective truth, how do people 
justify those beliefs or values? Ultimately, Adam is unable to confront this void of meaning and 
he falls back on his prior beliefs. 
 
The Threat of Nihilism 
Mitchell gives readers a more deliberate look at the threat of nihilism in his chapter that 
takes place between the wars in Europe. Robert Frobisher’s 1931 narrative, “Letters from 
Zedelghem” is set in Bruges, and confronts the meaninglessness of the Great War. His narrative 
is, like Ewing’s, an example of how embracing any kind of meaning, even a violent and 
destructive one, is more comforting for people than confronting the possibility that there might 
be no meaning to human life at all.  
Readers witness Frobisher encounter this most concretely when he gets a ride from an 
acquaintance, Morty Dhondt or M.D., to a small “ramshackle village of semirepaired ruins” 
where he hopes to find the site of his brother’s grave, who fought and died on the front lines. On 
the drive there, the surrounding landscape still marks the violence and destruction of war: 
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The nearer to the Front one goes, naturally, the more blasted the countryside becomes. 
Beyond Roeselare, the land grows crater-scarred, crisscrossed with collapsing trenches 
and pocked with burnt patches where not even weeds take root. The few trees still 
standing here and there are, when you touch them, lifeless charcoal. The skein of green 
on the land seems less nature revivified, more nature mildewed. Dhondt shouted over the 
engine’s roar that farmers still daren’t plow the land for fear of unexploded ordnance. 
One cannot pass by without thinking of the density of men in the ground. (440) 
 
Despite his hopes of finding his family name on a headstone, Frobisher leaves the graveyard 
without locating his brother’s tombstone. Frobisher returns to M.D.’s Bugatti sports car to drive 
back to town. M.D. is racing down a country road as fast as the car will go. Frobisher is scared 
but holds his tongue. Suddenly, they hit a pheasant and, relieved that they haven’t killed a 
person, Frobisher offers they should put the crying creature out of its misery. But M.D. tells him 
not to bother saying, “To those upon the menu, the sauce is no concern” (443) and gets back in 
the car, leaving the bird there. Frobisher takes pity and kills it with a rock. Clearly shaken by the 
events of the day, and trying to make small talk while they dine at a café in town, Frobisher asks 
M.D. what he did during the war. M.D. replies he and his wife hid out in Johannesburg. They got 
out in time because M.D. knew the war was coming—another war is always coming, he says.   
M.D. tells Frobisher that the destruction of humanity is inevitable because the very 
mechanism that fueled human evolution is initiating human extinction: 
‘Precisely. Our will to power, our science, and those v. faculties that elevated us from 
apes, to savages, to modern man, are the same faculties that’ll snuff out Homo sapiens 
before this century is out!’ (444-5) 
 
The will to power is human nature, according to M.D., whose initials belie a theory of human 
being which is biological at root. Rather than responding to M.D.’s comment, Frobisher’s 
narrative records his observation of a butcher trying to get a ladder up to a fat chicken’s perch, 
cleaver in hand. Frobisher, like the other protagonists, dislikes the violence and destructive 
biological determinism M.D. offers, but, also like the other narrators, sees evidence of it 
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everywhere—from his brother’s unmarked grave, to the destroyed landscape to the butcher 
chasing the chicken. 
Ultimately, Frobisher finds that naturalizing this violence, despite his objections, helps 
him gain a sense of peace. Just before he kills himself, Frobisher records this understanding of 
human history as a part of the natural order. His articulation is the myth of the eternal return, a 
reflection of human history which like the seasons or death, returns again and again:  
Rome'll decline and fall again, Cortés'll lay Tenochtitlán to waste again, and later, Ewing 
will sail again, Adrian'll be blown to pieces again, you and I'll sleep under Corsican stars 
again, I'll come to Bruges again, fall in and out of love with Eva again, you'll read this 
letter again, the sun'll grow cold again. Nietzsche's gramophone record. When it ends, the 
Old One plays it again, for an eternity of eternities. . . .Such elegant certainties comfort 
me at this quiet hour. (471) 
 
Frobisher’s understanding of the eternal return, which he attributes, somewhat problematically, 
to Nietzsche,57 is that of a universe in balance, despite its appearance as chaotic and meaningless. 
There is an underlying order. Frobisher imagines human history to be a Natural cycle where no 
human acts or beliefs change the fundamental facts of nature which dictate the repeated violence 
he references: the fall of Rome, the fall of the Incan Empire, his brother Adrian’s death. 
Frobisher is comforted, on the eve of World War II, and in the face of his act of self-violence, 
with the thought of a universe in balance, because nature and humanity are part of the same, 
 
57Frobisher’s attribution of this version of the eternal return to Nietzsche is problematic. In The Gay 
Science, Nietzsche writes:  
The question in each and every thing, "Do you desire this once more and innumerable times 
more?" would lie upon your actions as the greatest weight. Or how well disposed would you have 
to become to yourself and to life to crave nothing more fervently than this ultimate eternal 
confirmation and seal? (Aphorism 341) 
Nietzsche’s writing here seems to point to the exact opposite conclusion Frobisher reaches. Far from 
negating all human meaning, Nietzsche’s eternal return insists that only the most genuinely desired acts 
should be undertaken because the infinite repetition of something we do not desire would be unbearable. 
Frobisher’s interpretation, far from being an accurate embrace of Nietzsche’s idea, indicates the degree to 
which he unintentionally naturalizes biological determinism. 
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cyclical system. This view of human events as consistent with the laws of nature enables 
Frobisher to see the destruction of the Great War as a natural event, like a hurricane or a flood—
regrettable but unavoidable—rather than humanly created. If the Great War is a result of the laws 
of nature, then the world is understandable to Frobisher. A world where people kill other people 
for little to no reason is meaningless. This threat of meaninglessness drives Frobisher to accept a 
meaning that is violent and bleak. Frobisher kills himself shortly after this speech and it seems to 
readers that he wants to see human history as an extension of nature so that there can be a 
resolution—so that the world makes sense. But once he creates this resolution, he can’t live with 
it. Essentially a kind and loving person, if violence needs to be done, then Frobisher relegates 
that violence to himself. Frobisher’s narrative indicates how even a meaning that is violent and 
destructive is preferable to no meaning.  
It is this threat of meaninglessness that drives Adam Ewing to also, ultimately embrace 
nature as fate, despite his flash of insight, in the last four pages of the novel. As soon as Adam 
realizes that human social worlds are not a mere reflection of nature he realizes, like Frobisher, 
that without another meaning, his, and everyone else’s existence, has no purpose. If there is no 
meaning then anything is permissible but, like Frobisher, Adam doesn’t want all things to be 
acceptable. Adam wants to see the world as just—without needless violence and equitable. 
Nihilism does not support values. In his lack of a ready alternative, Adam falls back on the 
meaning he just critiqued. A flawed meaning for people is better than no meaning at all. As 
Adam’s soliloquy continues, he once again naturalizes the Enlightenment myth. He says: 
If we believe that humanity may transcend tooth & claw, if we believe diverse races & 
creeds can share this world as peaceably as the orphans share their candlenut tree, if we 
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believe leaders must be just, violence muzzled, power accountable & the riches of the 
Earth & its Oceans shared equitably, such a world will come to pass. (508) 
This highly lyric finale to the novel is a powerful and moving call to arms but, instead of a 
positive articulation of the need for a new myth, Adam vows to fight against the myth that 
already exists. Like Sonmi, Adam’s solution is to fight against the beliefs of his society. He says, 
people need to transcend competition, muzzle violence, and hold power accountable. These 
actions while appearing to be antithetical, inadvertently naturalize the belief of innate 
competition and violence which, just a moment before, he understood as flimsy enough to fall 
apart once they are revealed as mere beliefs. When confronted with no meaning, Adam winds-up 
reverting to his former beliefs—even if he fails to recognize them as such.   
 This highly lyric finale does read, speciously I claim, as positive. But, a closer look at this 
moment reveals the depths of despair we all encounter without positively articulated alternatives 
to the Enlightenment myth. Although critics have celebrated this moment in the text as the 
rationale for reading Mitchell’s narrative positively, it fails to offer an alternative other than: 
resist. Interestingly, Adam seems to recognize what he is doing. He says, “Why fight the 
‘natural’ (oh, weaselly word!) Order of things?” (508) and his recognition of the word “natural” 
as “weaselly” indicates his new understanding of the problem. If something is natural, then it is 
inevitable, unchangeable. This bothers Adam, who initially at least, understands that whatever 
people believe will shape human realities. But, Adam’s immediate reversion to the belief he 
condemns, and subsequently vows to fight, reveals that beliefs cannot simply be revealed as 
contingent and humanly created. To do so, is to risk destroying the fragile justification for human 
social collectives.  
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Adam wants a better world and therefore he continues, “Upon my return to San 
Francisco, I shall pledge myself to the Abolitionist cause, because I owe my life to a self-freed 
slave & because I must begin somewhere” (508). Adam’s vow seems significant because, as a 
white, educated, propertied male. Adam sees his life as inherently worthy and therefore, the vow 
to sacrifice his life seems heroic. However, on some level, Adam already knows he will be 
ineffective. He imagines his father-in-law’s response when Adam tells him about his plan to 
devote his life to fighting slavery:  
Oh, you’ll grow hoarse, poor & gray in caucuses! You’ll be spat on, shot at, lynched, 
pacified with medals, spurned by backwoodsmen! Crucified! Naïve, dreaming, Adam. He 
who would do battle with the many-headed hydra of human nature must pay a world of 
pain & his family must pay it along with him! & only as you gasp your dying breath shall 
you understand, your life amounted to no more than one drop in a limitless ocean! (508-
9).  
 
Adam imagines his father-in-law will claim his fight is against human nature and therefore futile 
since human nature is unchangeable. Although Adam, in a moment of enthusiasm states, as his 
imagined answer to this contestation, “Yet what is any ocean but a multitude of drops?” (509), 
readers can see how this response is not a challenge so much as a heroic vow of self-sacrifice 
that will be largely ineffective.  
Because this is an imaginary dialog happening in Adam’s own mind readers can see that 
Adam doubts, even in the moment of his most ardent enthusiasm, the efficacy of this tactic. 
While Adam’s privileged position in his social order enables him to see his proposed self-
sacrifice as significant, he also realizes how easy it will be for others to marginalize his potential 
martyrdom. He will be “spat on, shot at…pacified with medals.”58 The significance he feels that 
 
58 An allusion to Edumund Morel and Roger Casement’s sacrifice for various human rights causes.  
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his vow to sacrifice his own life is a stark contrast to the insignificance his life has for others 
within a system that sees all life as a violent competition for survival.  
Adam’s vow to fight chattel slavery, is a “drop in the ocean” as well. While the 
illegalization of the slave trade certainly conferred real and tangible benefits to former slaves, the 
decision to end the legal slave system was a utilitarian move by western governments that 
resulted in the transition to the “free” labor of indentured servitude, sharecropping, convict labor 
and wage slavery for those formerly enslaved (Lowe 194). Although represented in liberal 
discourse as fundamentally differing from chattel slavery, wage labor and debt peonage similarly 
entrap people in a state of dependence on land and owners of capital and asserted these peoples’ 
fundamental status as lesser due to their lack of wealth. The claims of racial inferiority that 
justified chattel slavery were also not affected by the legal dissolution of slavery. The liberal 
promise of freedom that would commence with the illegalization of slavery was contingent upon 
slaves “becoming human” through the adoption of colonial culture. However, the racist rhetoric 
that justified slavery prevented freed slaves from being perceived as “civilized” (Lowe 201). The 
perpetuation of inherent racial inferiority persists even as the legal codification of slavery is 
undone (Alexander). Therefore, readers can see how even if Adam does fulfill his vow to 
sacrifice his life to stop legal slavery, this sacrifice will not result in the alteration of his society’s 
foundational beliefs which will continue to justify the domination and violence that is at the heart 
of the novel’s various worlds.  
This ending also ties back to the unnamed apocalypse of the central chapter, which 
depicts extreme environmental degradation. Adam Ewing’s vow to end slavery as the moral 
cause of the moment in the nineteenth century chapter, can be understood as a parallel to the 
cause of climate change in our own times. The link between these two chapters hints that 
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Mitchell sees people tackling the problem in similar ways. This is more than mere speculation on 
his part. In her work, This Changes Everything (2014), Naomi Klein makes a parallel between 
the abolitionist movement and the movement to end the use of fossil fuels, asserting, like Adam 
Ewing, that what is needed in the face of the perpetuation of petro-capitalism is an ecological 
movement like the abolitionist movement. Klein asserts that the loss of wealth through the 
freeing of slaves is perhaps the only historical example which could evoke the loss of wealth the 
fossil fuel industry will experience in the event of the abolition of petro-capitalism.59 But, the 
cyclical pattern of the novel indicates that Mitchell doubts this eco-movement will succeed in 
fundamentally altering our social world. The parallel between Adam’s nineteenth chapters and 
Zachry’s post-apocalyptic future chapter, indicates that if the abolitionist method is pursued in 
order to stop ecological collapse, there will likely be significant continuation between petro-
capitalism and post-petro-capitalism. (Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam novels, which are the 
topic of the next chapter, assert this as well).   
 
Mythistory 
Although strict historicism would warn against historical analysis of the longue durée60, 
asserting specific context is lost and therefore an inaccurate picture of historical events, Cloud 
Atlas spans vast times and spaces in order to make connections that would be imperceptible in 
 
59 Klein does admit that this is not entirely a parallel since many, if not most, slave-owners were 
compensated for their losses and the unpaid labor of slavery was transferred to other systems which were 
also exploitative and dominating (455-7). 
 
60 The French Annales School of historical writing coined this term, which connotes their idea of studying 
history in long periods of time in order to track the gradual shifting attitudes that facilitated historical 
events rather than the events themselves as breaks from the prior order. Fernand Braudel was a major 
figure. 
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highly specific historical analysis. Mitchell’s idea of history is very much in line with the 
historians William McNeill, Wilson Harris and Joseph Mali, who see highly contextualized and 
local historical analysis as effacing the beliefs and values that enable events and which 
developed over long periods of time and primarily through narrative. McNeill, Harris and Mali 
term this methodology, mythistory. This study of the past is focused on the repetitions of 
injustices and identifies the root cause of violence in cultural narratives that justify it. Harris 
writes: 
This continuous exploitation of man by man, inhumanity of man to man is 
reinforced, ironically, I believe, by ceaseless catalogues of injustice. We need 
somehow to find an original dislocation within which to unlock a body of 
claustrophobic assumptions which strengthens itself by promoting a 
self-encircling round of protest – a continuous obsession with irreconcilable 
differences – irreconcilable frontiers – irreconcilable ghettos – like a static clock 
that crushes all into the time of conquest. (32)  
 
The way out of a mere catalogue of horrors, which ironically (as Harris points out) reinforces the 
inevitability of such behaviors, is to locate the origin of these issues. Mythistory locates these 
origins in narrative. McNeill writes, “Myth and history are close kin inasmuch as both explain 
how things got to be the way they are by telling some sort of story” (1). These historians see 
narrative as a powerful force—that can cultivate peaceful societies or violent ones. Instead of 
asserting there is a transcendental truth, outside human consciousness that human consciousness 
can still access, and which will provide blueprints for human social worlds, we should recognize 
the power we have in creating narratives. Mali writes: 
Setting out from the observation that the narratives and other symbolic interpretations of 
historical reality in which the people believe are as real as the conditions and events in 
which they actually live… historians [should] not… eliminate, but… illuminate, myths in 
history, by showing their extension or configuration of historical reality. (121) 
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Rather than dismiss narrative, mythistory sees the study of narrative as foundational to 
understanding historical events and, as Cloud Atlas reveals, the common narrative strands that 
link vastly different times and places—even into the speculative future—with the purpose of 
locating the root cause of historical violence so that it can be stopped.  
Mythistory enables a recognition of belief as central to the creation and maintenance of 
human social worlds. This location of belief as central, while potentially threatening, is also 
empowering. If we see human worlds not as determined by our biology but by orders of 
knowledge, they can be changed. We are not condemned to repeat a horrible past into an ever-
degraded future. We can cultivate other stories, other beliefs about who we are and how we are 
meant to live. In this way, the threat of nihilism can be a creative force—as it prompts the 
creation of new meaning.  
 While Cloud Atlas does not offer an alternate myth, to replace the Enlightenment myth, it 
does assert that new meaning is needed in order to stop violence and destruction. Adam Ewing 
recognizes, at the end of the novel, that if people had different beliefs a different world would be 
created. It is profoundly liberating to recognize that people can change our lived experience in 
the world completely and see ourselves and each other in a different way, but it’s also intensely 
threatening to see everything we have formerly believed as wrong when there are also no other 
alternative meanings presented. Rather than found a new order, as his first name suggests he 
might, Ewing follows his society’s myth, as his last name alludes to. Ultimately, Cloud Atlas 
leaves readers understanding that even if we recognize our social worlds as actively created by 
human meaning, the threat of nihilism means that we need to be ready with an alternate meaning, 
otherwise, this insight will prompt a return of the same or a dangerous abandonment of meaning 
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completely. This is the challenge Margaret Atwood takes up in her MaddAddam trilogy, which is 
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Reimagining Adam: Atwood’s Adam One and 
Difficulties in Creating a New Myth for the West 
 
 
Enlightenment, understood in the widest sense as the advance of thought, has always 
aimed at liberating human beings from fear and installing them as masters. Yet the wholly 
enlightened earth radiates under the sign of disaster triumphant—Dialectic of the Enlightenment 
 
The MaddAddam world, in Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy,61 is the purely 
predatory world Adam Ewing predicted: people dominate each other, themselves and nature. It is 
the depiction of the Anthropocene: where the Enlightenment idea of nature as unavoidably 
competitive and violent is manifesting in complete ecological collapse. The MaddAddam trilogy 
takes place in a contemporary U.S.-like setting with rampant environmental destruction, poverty 
and pervasive social violence. The trilogy’s Adam One attempts to change his society by 
developing an alter-myth drawing on science and Christian ritual, where God condemns human 
domination of other animals. Adam’s myth claims God has put humanity on earth to be stewards 
of earth, not compete for survival. However, he isn’t ultimately successful. Readers realize that, 
to paraphrase Donna Haraway, it matters what narratives are used in the re-writing of myths.62 
 
61 The trilogy is comprised of: Oryx and Crake (2003), The Year of the Flood (2009) and MaddAddam 
(2013). 
 
62 “It matters what thoughts think thoughts. It matters what knowledges know knowledges. It matters 
what relations relate relations. It matters what worlds world worlds. It matters what stories tell stories” 
from her book, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Duke University Press, 2016. 
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The society Adam is trying to change is experiencing the effects of climate change, but 
despite mass extinctions, desertification and coastal flooding, peoples’ behavior and the structure 
of the MaddAddam society remain largely unchanged. While mainstream MaddAddam culture 
sees nature as the source of truth—determining everything from what people should eat to why 
marriages fail—their belief is that nature is unavoidably violent and competitive. However, 
mainstream MaddAddam culture also see humans as capable of ultimately controlling nature and 
bending it to human survival needs. Through genetically modified animals like chickens that 
have only meat and no other body parts, and pigoons, genetically modified pigs who grow 
human organs that can be harvested and used for human transplants as well as rocks that release 
water for times of drought, the MaddAddam culture responds to the nature by seeking to alter 
genetics and therefore modify all life to serve human survival.63 
Science in the novel is not the disinterested pursuit of information through empiricism 
but the instrumentalization of information in order to pursue this goal. For example, the 
corporation CryoJeenyus specializes in housing the dead bodies—or sometimes just the heads—
of those who can afford it, so that when the technology becomes available, they can be 
reanimated. When someone dies and has a CryoJeenyus agreement their relatives are offered 
condolences on their “temporary loss” (MaddAddam 378). The MaddAddam society believes 
nature makes the rules, but humanity can learn nature’s equations and will be able to make it do 
what humanity wants, if not now, then soon. Climate change, biodiversity loss and human 
 
63 Atwood has said that these novels are speculative fiction, which she says means the technologies 
presented in the novels are either available now or are only slightly more widely employed or more 
advanced than depicted in the novels. See her article, “The Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and Crake in 
Context.” PMLA, vol. 119, no. 3, May 2004, pp. 513–17. As an example of what she means, see Sarah 
Zhang, “Genetically Engineering Pigs to Grow Organs for People.” The Atlantic, Aug. 2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/08/pig-organs-for-humans/536307/ which is about real-
life pigoons.  
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mortality are logistical issues—human mastery can overcome them. Although ecological 
collapse is imminent, this society sees it is merely a blip on the road to eventual utopia, when 
humanity will effectively manipulate nature for human survival.  
The main event in the trilogy is a world-wide plague that kills the majority of humans. 
Crake, a mad scientist figure and eco-activist, believes the only way nature will survive is if 
biological humans are eliminated. He believes people can’t act ecologically because human 
biology predisposes people to certain behaviors that are inherently ecocidal. He shares this view 
with many of the eco-activists in the novel. But, like mainstream MaddAddam culture, he also 
thinks genetic engineering can change humans’ ecocidal biology. Crake creates genetically 
modified, humanoid beings that he believes are biologically ecological. However, in order for 
these beings to establish their ecological lives in the world, all people will need to be eliminated. 
This is why Crake kills humans by releasing the highly contagious virus, in order to replace them 
with his genetically engineered “Crakers.”  
Several readings of the trilogy assert Crake’s worldwide genocide is ultimately a positive, 
or at least necessary, event. Fredric Jameson has said, “… the end of the world has some of the 
cleansing, bracing effect of sand and waste landscape, of the seashore” (7-8). Debrah Raschke 
writes that the genocide allows life to “begin anew” albeit “in a ruined world” and Ariel Kroon 
goes so far as to say, “While Crake's genocidal plan ultimately causes the death of millions, it 
also alleviates their suffering” (19). The idea that a massive human population crash is needed in 
order to save nature, although speciously supported by science in the novels, closely mirrors the 
Biblical narratives of a lost Eden, the Flood and eventual Revelation, enabled by world ending. 
The trilogy is structured around these Christian myths: Eden is represented in the first novel, 
Oryx and Crake (2004), the second novel, Year of the Flood (2010), is a retelling of the Flood 
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myth and the last novel, MaddAddam (2014), which details the apocalypse and post-apocalypse 
is a kind of Revelation. Critics’ positive reading of Crake’s actions illustrates that it is not 
possible to environ a different future without first, seeing ourselves and nature differently. We 
need to use new myths in our mythic recreation, otherwise, as I will argue, the trilogy 
demonstrates, the past is recreated in its ruins. 
In the following sections I will address how Eden, the Flood and Apocalypse manifest in 
fatalism that leads to an understanding of human life as incompatible with ecological wellbeing. 
While science could be used to qualify this understanding, instead, in the trilogy, it bolsters it, 
creating a narrative that is bleak in the extreme. However, I will end suggesting that this fatalistic 
acceptance of human death for ecological wellbeing is not inevitable, and that by turning to other 
myths, which were subjugated and marginalized by colonialism, we can see the future as not 
predetermined to destruction but open to a wide range of possibilities. 
 
Adam One & The Eden Narrative 
Unlike Crake and the MaddAddam mainstream society, Adam One is first presented in the 
novels as a character that understands the power of myth to influence what people believe and 
therefore, how people act. He founds a new religious movement, which he terms the God’s 
Gardeners, which is an attempt to create an alternate culture through the cultivation of another 
myth. In the Gardener’s myth, the garden is the Garden of Eden—earthly paradise which God 
granted humans—and people should foster the re-creation of the Garden of Eden—biodiversity 
and ecological restoration—through their actions. Adam innovates the Eden myth by rejecting 
the traditional Christian concept of dominion in favor of a claim that although people can 
dominate nature, we should not because, it is against God’s will and we will continue to be 
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expelled from our Edenic paradise if we should continue to try to dominate nature. Instead, the 
Gardener’s myth asserts that people should act more like other animals and God will regenerate 
Eden through nature’s mechanisms.  
The Eden narrative indicts the human search for ultimate knowledge supposed to be reserved 
for the divine. In this story, human striving to be more like God, results in the ejection of humans 
from their early paradise and into a world of struggle and violence. While Eden is naturally 
abundant and lush, requiring little toil for the preservation of human life, the world outside Eden 
demands sacrifice in order for humans to survive. It is barren in comparison to Eden. This, the 
Eden narrative claims, is the world contemporary people inhabit. This narrative is an easy one 
for Adam One to base his new myth around. Mainstream MaddAddam culture also sees human 
life as constantly locked in violent struggle against nature, other beings and other humans and the 
MaddAddam world is an environmentally wrecked one with rising sea levels, species extinctions 
and extended droughts. These parallels make Adam One’s use of the Eden narrative compelling. 
However, he also innovates by incorporating a very Biblical interpretation of evolution. He says:  
The ancestral primates fell out of the trees; then they fell from vegetarianism into meat-
eating. Then they fell from instinct into reason, and thus into technology; from simple 
into complex grammar, and thus into humanity… The Fall was ongoing, but its trajectory 
led ever downward. Sucked into the well of knowledge, you could only plummet… (188) 
 
Adam’s Eden narrative claims, like the original Christian narrative, that humanity fell from 
divine grace because of pursuit of knowledge but in this version, this led to humans acting out of 
step with the laws of nature, “falling from instinct into reason.” Adam’s version sees human 
biology as the root of environmental destruction. The pre-fall humanity was the primordial 
person—when people were more like animals and didn’t use knowledge to dominate nature. 
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Adam ties evolution to humans ecocidal behavior. On “The Festival of Arks Day,” a holiday 
Adam One creates for the Gardeners, he says: 
Yes my friends—any further cursing of the ground would be done not by God but by 
Man himself. Consider the southern shores of the Mediterranean—once fruitful farmland, 
now a desert. Consider the ruinations wrought in the Amazon River basin; consider the 
wholesale slaughter of ecosystems, each one a living reflection of God’s infinite care for 
detail… (Year of the Food 108-9). 
 
When Adam cites the destruction of the Amazon, which has been relatively recent, alongside the 
desertification of the Mediterranean, due to deforestation and agriculture in the late bronze age, 
his explanation blames ecological destruction on human nature rather than on human culture.  
 Despite his view that human biology predisposes people to ecological ruination, Adam’s 
solution is for people to change how they behave. His rationale for how and why people need to 
change is acquiesce to God’s will. God, Adam One states, wants people to act more like other 
animals and less like humans. Adam’s Great Dance of Proteins theory is one such example: 
Let us pray that if we must sacrifice our own protein so it may circulate among our fellow 
Species, we will recognize the sacred nature of the transaction. We would not be Human 
if we did not prefer to be the devourers rather than the devoured, but either is a blessing. 
Should your life be required of you, rest assured that it is required by Life. (Year of the 
Flood 347) 
 
Adam One tells the Gardeners that in order to undo the original sin of human being, they must 
potentially sacrifice their lives because God has determined the laws of nature, and people must 
ascribe otherwise paradise is lost. However, Adam’s explanation that human biology is flawed 
and original sin is a result of evolution contradicts his claim of how to solve this problem: by 
creating a new myth. If human biology determines our actions then, myths won’t change 
behavior. Myths only offer power when people have a choice of thought, belief and action. The 
other Gardeners notice this contradiction and because it is never resolved, most Gardeners never 
really believe Adam One’s myth.  
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For example, Adam urges the Gardeners to strict vegetarianism and a Jainist conception 
of other life: “relocating,” slugs from their garden rather than outright killing them. One of 
Adam’s followers, Toby, says that even though the Gardeners move the snails, what this actually 
entails is “…heaving them over the railing into the traffic, where they were supposed to crawl off 
and find new homes, though I knew they really got squashed” (Year of the Flood 99). This claim, 
that animals may eat people, as the Great Dance of Proteins asserts, but people cannot kill other 
animals makes some of the Gardeners confused. For example, the Gardeners understand that 
there are microbes and bacteria they are killing all the time, in their intestines and through 
washing their hands. In order to resolve this, Adam claims that God commanded people should 
“not eat anything with a face!” (Year of the Flood 48).64 But these kinds of solutions seem to 
contradict the idea that God does not uniquely value humans. At one of the secret meetings 
between the Gardeners’ leadership, who are called Adams and Eves, where theological issues are 
discussed without the presence of the other Gardeners, they grapple with how some Gardener 
children noticed the discrepancy between the biological laws that supposedly determine 
ecological degradation and the Gardener’s Myth that asserts God does not want humans to act in 
these ways: 
Adam One had explained that some of the children were upset because Zeb had pointed 
out the difference between the biting, rending teeth of carnivores and the grinding, 
munching teeth of herbivores. The children wanted to know why—if Adam was created 
as a vegetarian, as he surely was—human teeth should show much mixed characteristics. 
(286) 
 
The biological fact of carnivorous teeth in humans undermines Adam’s claim that God does not 
want humans to eat animals because in this myth God created nature. Referencing Adam’s Fall 
 
64 Cary Wolfe terms this way of thinking “soft anthropocentrism” (16). It is not really the valuing of other 
life Adam One claims it to be because it still revolves around human valuation. 
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from Eden speech, the children want to know: wouldn’t acting consistently with biology make 
humanity closer to animality and therefore the divinely sanctioned human, not further from it? 
The Adams and Eves can’t figure out a solution to the question. One Eve suggests, “We changed 
at the Fall” (286), which would imply that since humanity fell into meat eating, we developed 
teeth to eat meat. This is not what Adam One wants, because the Fall, according to Adam, was a 
result of evolution. People had to have evolved the teeth before they ate meat otherwise, 
evolution is not the driver of human behavior.  
The children also bring up, as evidence of humans killing animals, the animal skins given 
to Adam and Eve by God at the end of Genesis three. Adam One agrees that they will say these 
skins came from animals that died naturally, because they were small animals that had short life 
spans and God didn’t want their lives going to waste (287). While this may resolve the skins of 
fur, it exemplifies the paradox Adam has such a hard time reconciling. Are people animals or are 
people different somehow? While he claims people are just another kind of animal in order to 
justify their vegetarianism and perhaps their sacrifice to the Great Dance of Proteins, he also 
claims that human biology is the reason we have fallen from grace, by embracing technology and 
dominating nature through reason. If people are just like other animals, then it is not biology that 
makes human ecocidal and the Gardner’s myth could change behavior. However, Adam’s 
insistence that humans are driven by biology is at odds with both humans as a kind of animals 
and myth as fostering actions. His inability to resolve this paradoxical stance dooms the 
Gardeners’ experiment to failure.  
But, halfway through the second novel readers learn that Adam doesn’t even really 
believe his myth. As he says in one of the secret meetings between the Adams and Eves: 
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The strictly materialist view—that we’re an experiment animal protein has been doing on 
itself—is far too harsh and lonely for most, and leads to nihilism. That being the case, we 
need to push popular sentiment in a biosphere friendly direction by pointing out the 
hazards of annoying God by a violation of His trust in our stewardship. (Year of the 
Flood 241) 
 
In this moment, Adam reveals his superficial insertion of God into an otherwise nihilistic 
worldview. He creates the Fall narrative because he believes scientific facts without other 
meaning leads to nihilism.65 Adam doesn’t want people to be nihilistic because, he does not want 
other life on earth to be destroyed. But, his new myth largely fails to convince people. In this 
moment readers learn it doesn’t even convince him.  
Adam’s ecological claims are similar to deep ecology. While all environmentalists assert 
the negative impact certain human lifestyles have on other living things and the world, deep 
ecologists go so far as to indicate that all human ways of life—not just westernized, 
industrialized societies—are ecologically destructive because, like Adam One’s fall narrative, 
people are biologically determined to be ecocidal.66 While deep ecologists, like Adam, assert that 
biodiversity is of central importance this valuing of other species comes at the expense of 
humans. As the relocation of slugs, from the Gardeners’ roof, demonstrates, it is not possible for 
humans to live without killing other animals—at least sometimes.  
 
65Atwood makes a similar argument in her essay “Burning Bushes” in In Other Worlds: SF and the 
Human Imagination. Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2011. 
 
66 In fact, many people have suggested that Capitalocene is a more appropriate name for this moment than 
Anthropocene, since it registers the disproportionate impact industrialized nations have had on the climate 
and environmental collapse (Altvater et al.). For an example of deep ecology see: George Sessions, Deep 
Ecology for the Twenty-First Century. Shambhala, 1995. For a critical reading of deep ecology’s claims 
see: Eric Katz, et al. Beneath the Surface: Critical Essays in the Philosophy of Deep Ecology. MIT Press, 
2000. 
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Donna Haraway suggests that the way towards a more just world is not through the 
longing for innocence—the idea that people could live without impacting our environments, 
killing or displacing other life, like Adam’s Dance of Proteins. Rather, Haraway suggests a 
“noninnocent, interrogative, multispecies getting on together” (27) that fosters ways of being that 
are aware that death is necessary for life but also that realizing that death is demanded of life 
does not grant a right to kill. This nuanced way of thinking requires a restructuring of our social 
worlds. For example, rather than “relocating” slugs onto the street, the MaddAddamites would 
have to understand the role of slugs and instead of denying that they’re killing them, make space 
in their world for these beings. The realization that all living things have value is a necessary and 
significant admission that would not relegate the human to a point of inaction or sacrifice but 
rather, a mutual response-ability, as Haraway puts it. Acting in this way is a “risky, committed 
‘becoming involved in one another’s lives.’ Making-with and tangled-with… for an ongoing 
generative…” (71) world. Creating worlds where life, in all its guises, has place. If we are 
entangled in relations with other living beings, we are not exceptional—we are part of life and 
not divinely exceptional in either good or bad ways.  
But, Adam’s admittance that he is manipulating and attempting to deceive the other 
Gardeners brings up another issue—what he thinks myth is. Before we turn to the two other 
Biblical narratives, the Flood and Revelation, I will look at the reasons the novels offer for why 
Adam thinks myth is ideology: false representations that purposefully distort to manipulate 
people to act in ways that benefit those in power who create the myths. Ultimately, the novels 
suggest that Adam’s understanding is the result of his childhood, but readers can see how 
Adam’s understanding is consistent with the Enlightenment classification of myth also.  
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Myth and Belief 
Adam largely subscribes to the idea of myth as ideology, as a result of his childhood, 
growing up in the Church of PetrOleum: the fundamentalist religious group in the novels. 
Adam’s father is the Rev—the leader of the Church, which preaches a reverence for fossil fuels 
but seems based on prosperity gospel mega-churches: people pray for oil rather than wealth but 
the congregations are large and the pastors rich. Established scripturally on Matthew 16:18, 
("Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church"), it claims: "Peter is the Latin word 
for rock, and therefore the real, true meaning of 'Peter' refers to petroleum, or oil that comes from 
rock . . . my friends, for we all know oleum is the Latin word for oil, and indeed oil is holy 
throughout the Bible!" (MaddAddam 112). The Church of PetrOleum asserts the God-given right 
of people to use fossil fuels and the holy nature of this usage. While the church justifies itself 
through biblical interpretation to the public, it privately receives millions of dollars in subsidies 
from OilCorps in order to encourage fossil fuel consumption. The Rev also embezzles from the 
Church into an off-shore bank account. Adam becomes aware of all this as a young adult in the 
Rev’s house. He sees the vigor and vehemence with which the Rev preaches, and he understands 
this professed fervor is an act. He also sees all the devoted people in the church and believes they 
are being manipulated. Adam’s awareness of this duplicity makes him believe people want to be 
manipulated—and therefore why he sees myth as an intentional obfuscation of reality.  
However, the trilogy also helps readers to see how Adam misjudges his father’s power. 
While the Rev is a powerful orator and compelling personality, the Church only articulates what 
people already believe—it doesn’t deceive them into believing. In the Church of PetrOleum 
people prayed for oil because they understand their dependence on it:  
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Every time we said grace before meals the Rev would point out that it was oil that put the 
food on the table because it ran the tractors that plowed the fields and fueled the trucks 
that delivered the food to the stores, and also the car our devoted mother… drove to the 
store in to buy the food… We might as well be eating and drinking oil… (113)  
 
The Church of PetrOleum beliefs are accurately tied to the realities of the MaddAddam world, 
which are made possible by the fossil fuel industry. People are aware of this and the rhetoric of 
climate change, and the end of oil induces fear in people, which the Church capitalizes on. “The 
Church of PetrOleum… [was] riding high for a while, about the time accessible oil became 
scarce and the price shot up and desperation among the pleebs set in” (111). Unlike the 
Gardeners, whose myth is starkly opposed to their society and most peoples’ daily lives, the 
Church of PetrOleum simply reaffirms the everyday reliance people have on environmentally 
destructive technologies.  
 Citing his main Biblical referent, Matthew 16:18, the Rev says, “So this verse, dear 
friends, is not only about Saint Peter: it is a prophecy, a vision of the Age of Oil, and the proof, 
dear friends, is right before your eyes, because look! What is more valued by us today than oil?” 
(MaddAddam 137). The Rev makes connections between beliefs people already have: in the truth 
of the Bible as a divine guide for human behavior and in the lived experiences of their daily 
lives. As the Rev says, “What more proof do we need of the holiness of our very own oil, put in 
the earth by God for the special use of the faithful to multiply His works?” (MaddAddam 138). 
Although the Rev is clearly taking advantage of the Church of PetrOleum parishioners, the Rev 
did not create these peoples’ beliefs in the Bible. As the religious studies scholar, Talal Asad has 
argued, belief is embedded in peoples’ everyday practices, which are the clearest indication of a 
person’s conception of the world—not what they abstractly profess to believe (Asad in interview 
with Ahmad 267). What the Rev does is construct an organized gathering of people and 
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articulate their lived reality in a manner that reaffirms and sanctions it. This is the opposite of 
deceiving people into believing something that masks or contradicts reality. 
 Adam, however, sees the Rev as a master manipulator, and this is partly because he is a 
child and sees his father as all powerful and partly because the Rev is violent and abusive at 
home, a stark contrast to his persona in the Church. When Adam is four years old, he watches his 
father and his future stepmother bury his mother’s dead body in their backyard garden 
(MaddAddam 152). Subsequently, Rev and his stepmother begin telling Adam and the 
parishioners that Adam’s mother abandoned him in order to pursue various and ill-defined, 
licentious activities. Adam says these stories about his mother deserting him were “…what the 
congregation wanted to believe…Bad mothers are always a good story…” (MaddAddam 152-3). 
Adam is justifiably terrified of his father after this incident, but he is also awed at the Rev’s 
ability to manipulate what people think. Adam knows that his mother did not abandon him, and 
he has clear memories of her. He remembers her as a quiet and kind woman and finds it 
unbelievable that anyone could accept her as a “shag anything trashbunny” (MaddAddam 135).  
Adam’s early experiences with the Rev teach him to understand myth as created by some 
powerful and charismatic people for their own gain and are adopted by others who are not equal 
participants in its creation and are being manipulated by the myth. In this view, myth is a false 
story but one that has cultural cache. Adam grows up thinking myths are ideological because of 
his experiences with the Church of PetrOleum. The trilogy contests this understanding of myth 
by depicting Adam’s mythic manipulations as failure and tying the Rev’s success to lived 
realities and not to the concealment of but the affirmation of reality. Adam’s behind the scenes 
machinations with the other Adams and Eves makes the other Gardeners skeptical rather than 
willingly deceived. Adam is not trying to cash in on realities that already exist but trying to foster 
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a different way of living. The failure of the Gardeners, even before the plague—the “Waterless 
Flood”—in the novels, they are largely defunct, reveals that cultural change does not happen 
through manipulation. Belief cannot be imposed.  
However, there are indications that Adam doesn’t even expect the Gardeners to be 
successful. Readers’ learn in the last book in the trilogy, MaddAddam, that Adam One is also the 
founder of another and more traditional activist opposition to the MaddAddam world—the 
MaddAddamites. The MaddAddamites are bioterrorists and Crake, the enactor of the world-wide 
plague that kills most of humanity, was a member as a teen. The MaddAddamites gather through 
an online platform disguised as a video game called Extincathon, whose tagline is: “Adam named 
the living animals, MaddAddam names the dead ones” (MaddAddam 2). The game is a 
repository of all the animals that have gone extinct, with new animals added daily. This 
“terminally boring game” (MaddAddam 237) is a hyper-speed evolution simulation where 
players select traits for their animals and the animals are either successful and survive or 
unsuccessful and become extinct:  
…It let you devise extra, functionally useless features for a bio-form, then link them to 
sexual selection and fast-forward to see what the evolution machine would churn 
out…whatever the females chose was favored, and you could manipulate their bad taste 
in male attributes, just like real life. Then you played predators against prey… 
(MaddAddam 241).  
 
Extinctathon is a game in which all animals are dominated by nature—driven by biological urges 
that manifest certain behaviors beyond conscious control which result in their death or 
procreation. These animals are pitted against each other for survival, and the vast majority of 
them die. The game’s depiction of innate biological competition for the purpose of survival, 
alongside Adam One’s belief that people need to conform to the dictates of nature, makes it seem 
unlikely that he really believes human cultures can change through mythic reformation. These 
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indications in the final novel suggest that Adam One believes in biological determinism and may 
have had a hand in the genocide Crake enacts. Ultimately, the Gardeners’ may have been more 
of a cover than a legitimate attempt to create a new myth. 
 
Crake & The Flood Narrative 
The idea that people are fallen or flawed in some fundamental way leads easily into the 
idea that people need to die for nature to survive. In the Abrahamic religions, the Flood is 
enacted by God in order to rid the earth of the corrupt people, who have become so immoral that 
there is no saving them. This understanding of destruction as necessary for re-creation has been 
instrumental in western history. The belief that the past needs to be erased in order for the new to 
be established has led to a “war against life”—including genocide (Escobar 11). Similarly, Crake 
thinks the only way to save the earth is to destroy human being. Crake’s idea of humans as 
biologically flawed only makes sense because of the Flood narrative. As Lisa Sideris has shown, 
scientific narratives are saturated with religious narratives and rely on them to provide the 
baseline meaning they assert. “To be compelling, the divine language of facts needs the 
accoutrements of religion” (152). The Flood narrative is an act of great destruction but, it’s also 
narrated as a kindness that enables the renewal of life that was necessary. Similarly, critics have 
read Crake’s worldwide plague, the Waterless Flood, as a necessary evil or real cleansing. 
However, I argue that Crake’s biological determinism reveals the extent to which Atwood’s 
narratives are trapped within the frame narratives she uses—unable to consider alternatives that 
can provide other ways of understanding life. Although the aftermath of the Waterless Flood 
reveals, not a cleansed world but ruination, and therefore countermands the reading of the trilogy 
as endorsing creative destruction, it also illustrates the unavoidable fatalism of Flood narratives. 
 91 
 Like Adam One, Crake believes human bodies make it impossible for people to live 
ecologically. For example, Crake as a teen is concerned that people eat too much meat because 
he knows that meat production is a major contributor to global carbon. Instead of suggesting that 
people can cultivate different behaviors, eating less or no meat, Crake asserts that eating meat is 
a biological urge of being human. In order to counter this biological drive, Crake suggests all 
people should be given tick saliva proteins that cause a rare allergic reaction to mammal meat. 
This tick saliva--“embedded in, say, the common aspirin” (MaddAddam 288) would mean that 
people wouldn’t be able to eat mammal meat, and this would lessen the carbon footprint of 
humanity enormously (MaddAddam 289). Crake regularly attributes all negative human actions 
to biology and believes when he is young that manipulations like the one above are the only 
answer. However, as he ages he comes to see human biology as too flawed, in too many ways to 
be worth saving without extensive genetic engineering.  
Crake’s genetically modified humanoid replacements, the Crakers, are designed to be 
supremely ecological—as Crake understands the term. They only eat grass and their own feces. 
They do not need to wear clothes and have an aversion to indoor spaces. They are also designed 
to avoid other issues that Crake sees: sexual competition, competition for food, and--what Crake 
claims are--innate and biological drives: racism, religion and abstract thought. Readers are told: 
What had been altered was nothing less than the ancient primate brain. Gone were its 
destructive features, the features responsible for the world’s current illnesses… They 
were perfectly adjusted to their habitat, so they would never have to create houses or 
tools or weapons…They would have no need to invent any harmful symbolisms, such as 
kingdoms, icons, gods, or money. (Oryx and Crake 305) 
 
Crake’s fixing of evolution’s errors through radical re-engineering of biology is designed to 
make humans closer to animals—reversing the Fall Adam One believes dooms humanity. 
Crake’s view is very similar to what Adam One truly believes—that people are biologically 
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flawed and the sacrifice Adam asks people to make, to the Great Dance of Proteins, seems a 
more passive example of Crake’s genocide. Adam One, like most Adams and Eves, believes that 
human existence is an impediment to the flourishing of a healthy ecology (MaddAddam 403). 
It’s unclear to readers how much Adam One would have supported the act of genocide Crake 
undertakes, but it is clear that Adam One believes a large human population is incompatible with 
biodiversity and that the world will experience extinction of all life unless most people die.67  
This may explain why Atwood claims Crake is “the most altruistic person around” 
because according to this logic, Crake acts to save the earth (Bouson 348). James Berger, in his 
seminal work on apocalypse, notes how narratives which on the surface seem profoundly anti-
human, like Crake’s or the Flood narrative, “…often masks a radical but frustrated humanism” 
(Berger 9). These narratives claim that if we can’t make the human social project work, then we 
must “start over” and try again. This destruction is justified because at the root is the desire to 
preserve the good. This is what Berger terms “humanistic nihilism.” While seeing Crake as 
altruistic may be a stretch, understanding his character as a humanistic nihilist makes his act 
consistent with God’s rationale for the Flood. Ecocriticism can tend towards this deep ecology 
perspective: that if we value other animals and the planet many people need to die. J. Brooks 
 
67 This idea is not unique to the trilogy but is represented in even mainstream environmental discourse. 
See Sir David Attenborough’s interview on BBC as an example of how this narrative circulates popularly, 
BBC Newsnight. “‘Population Growth Has to Come to an End.’” BBC News, 4 Oct. 2018, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/science-environment-45741482/sir-david-attenborough-population-
growth-has-to-come-to-an-end. As well as E.O. Wilson’s book Half-Earth: Our Planet’s Fight for Life, 
W.W. Norton and Co., 2016, where he proposes removing humanity from half the land on earth in order 
to save 85% of the world’ species and achieve a “sustainable long-term human relationship with the 
planet once our population stabilizes and we learn how to satisfy human needs without undermining 
ecological health” as Andrew Revkin explains it in, “E.O. Wilson at 90: The Conservation Legend Shares 





Bouson cites many critics that have also read Crake’s narrative as expressing the belief that most 
people in the world will need to die, including the eminent ecocritic Greg Garrard (348-9).  
This line of thought is a slippery slope. The idea that people need to die en mass for the 
earth to be cleansed leads to the eventual idea that, this periodic destruction will be needed again 
and again. In order for Malthusian style population crashes to be avoided some ecocriticism has 
suggested humanity should use genetic engineering to become more animal-like, as Crake does. 
In the final chapter of Donna Haraway’s Staying With the Trouble (2016), “The Camille Stories: 
Children of Compost,” she offers readers a short story about a character, a little girl named 
Camille, who becomes genetically modified in order to be a symbiont to the monarch butterfly. 
Haraway’s explanation for this course of action is supremely poetic:  
For the child’s symbionts, Camille 1’s birthing parent chose monarch butterflies of North 
America… Camille’s gestational parent exercised reproductive freedom with wild hope, 
choosing to bond the soon-to-be-born fetus with both western and eastern currents of this 
braid of butterfly motion. That meant that Camille of the first generation, and further 
Camilles for four more human generations at least, would grow in knowledge and how-
how committed to the ongoingness of these gorgeous and threatened insects… (142-3) 
 
But, underlying the logic of genetic engineering is the idea people are biologically wrong and the 
only way to solve the issues of the contemporary world is through a biological change in 
humanity being. This fatalism is typical of deep ecology and Flood narratives and inflects even 
otherwise creative and well-intentioned environmentalism. 
Atwood’s narrative does not embrace these ideas fully, however. The events following 
the Flood contradict the belief that a clean break from the biological flaws of human being can 
be achieved as the Crakers become enmeshed in the community of human Flood survivors—the 
inevitable detritus of the attempt to cleanse. Readers witness the undermining of most of Crake’s 
biological manipulations. Although Crake genetically modifies the Crakers to be biologically 
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unable to engage in abstract thought, we see them begin to develop, with the assistance of the 
handful of human survivors, narratives about their origin and their creator that bear more than 
passing resemblance to biblical narratives. The biological differences of the Crakers are 
undermined as human women become pregnant by Craker men. Although the narrative doesn’t 
lead into these children’s adulthood, readers can predict that they will carry some of the 
biological traits of their fully human mothers.68 Crake’s attempt to wipe-out human biological 
errors with the perfectly calculated behaviors and brains of the Crakers is a failure. This failure is 
an indication that creative destruction is a fantasy and the issues in human societies cannot be 
solved through the manipulation of our genes or the killing of some or all people but instead, 
needs to be addressed through the creation of a truly different way of living and being in the 
world. 
   
Pilar & the Revelation Narrative 
 While the Eden and Flood narratives assert a fundamentally flawed humanity that needs 
to be cleansed or killed so that life can continue, the Revelation narrative is a revealing of the 
divine mysteries. While the Eden narrative punishes people for striving to know God’s will, in 
Revelation, the divine plan is revealed to those who are worthy. Although this revelation is 
coupled with destruction—the apocalypse is a fiery end of material life—revelation is told as a 
prophesy and therefore can also function as a warning or guide. In the novels, there is a literal 
apocalypse but in its aftermath, is the hint of an alternative resolution as told through the story of 
 
68 Crake’s attempts to create “pure” humanoid beings who are—as he conceives—devoid of the 
inherently biological flaws of human biology cannot be considered successful when the part human, part 
Craker babies are born since they combine both genetic humans and genetic Crakers: a signal to the 
reader that Crake’s plan is not a success. 
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a minor character, named Pilar. She is an Eve in the Gardeners however, she receives a special 
reverence from Adam, as she does from most people. This is because Pilar models a myth that 
appeals to many people—including the Crakers, in the aftermath of the Flood. It is the appeal of 
Pilar’s myth, and its inclusive narrative, that most fully undermines Adam One and Crake’s 
belief that people are biologically ecocidal and that myths have little to no power over 
humanity’s environmental impact. Pilar’s myth also reveals scientific knowledge can be 
leveraged to foster ecological social worlds. 
Pilar is Eve Six, a former bio-scientist at HelthWyzer Corp who joins the Gardeners 
partially in an attempt to escape the Corps. She specialized in Mycology, the branch of biology 
concerned with fungi, including their biochemical properties and their use to humans as a source 
for medicine, food, to cure infection and, if need be, to supply toxicity. She grows mushrooms in 
the basement of the Gardeners’ pleebland building which are used for food, medicine and for 
hallucinogenic purposes—to provide spiritual guidance for people. Some mushrooms are also 
entheogens: psychoactive substances that induce a spiritual experience and are used for spiritual 
development in a wide variety of cultures throughout the world. Pilar supports the use of these 
for such vision quests. ‘Entheogen’ is any psychoactive substance and, from the Greek, translates 
to “generating God within” (OED). Pilar regularly gives people these psychotropic mixtures in 
order to help them with everything from existential crises to depression. Her medicinal use of 
mushrooms is not reified into biochemical explanations in the novels. Her scientific 
understanding does not preclude her belief in phenomena science can only explain reductively. 
Pilar’s prescription and use of psychotropic mushrooms offers a method for transformation that 
is not biological—or destructive.  
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But, Pilar’s myth extends beyond vision quests. She also keeps honeybees on their 
rooftop garden. In addition to using the honey for food, Pilar knows how to use bee pollen for 
medicinal purposes and her cultivation of the bees can also be understood as a necessary 
environmental act because in the MaddAddam world there had been a great bee die-off which 
resulted in the failure of many vegetables and fruits to be pollinated (MaddAddam 392). But Pilar 
does not see the bees only as a means of survival for plants and people. Pilar talks to the bees—
telling them daily news and asking them for permission to gather their honey and pollen. She 
also asks the bees to explore places for her and share the information they gather—including 
communication they have with the dead. Pilar understands bees as having access to an aspect of 
reality that is hidden from humans. Pilar never narrates and readers only learn about her through 
Toby, whom she teaches and who takes over the bees and mushrooms upon Pilar’s death from 
cancer. Toby tells readers, “…bees are messengers, Pilar used to say. They carry the news back 
and forth between the seen world and the unseen one. If a loved one of yours has crossed the 
shadow threshold, they will tell you” (MaddAddam 188). The bees’ communication with the 
unseen world enables a conception of some beings having access to aspects of life that other 
being do not and prevents an easy hierarchy from being established. Instead, it conveys an 
understanding of the worth of bees apart from their material production and biological utility and 
assigns a value to the life of bees that extends past their mere survival as a species and their 
contribution to other species’ survival. It narrates nature as interdependent in more than mere 
pragmatic ways. All beings have something to teach each other and humans can learn from other 
living beings. 
Pilar’s myth becomes even more compelling in the aftermath of the Waterless Flood. 
After the Flood, Toby is faced with a difficult decision. One of the human female survivors has 
 97 
been raped by two surviving painballers and begs Toby to help her abort the resulting pregnancy. 
Toby doesn’t know what to do. The woman is almost comatose from her trauma and Toby fears 
an abortion will make her more depressed and withdrawn, further preventing her from recovering 
from her trauma. But she wants to respect the woman’s wishes. So, she decides to take some 
psychotropic mushrooms and travel to the elderberry bush where Pilar’s body is buried, in order 
to commune with Pilar and ask for advice. Her partner Zeb says that she has lost it—not even the 
Gardeners said the living could talk to the dead. But Toby believes that there is some way she is 
accessing Pilar—even if she can’t explain or describe it. Toby,  
gazes at the clustered flowers, thinks, Pilar. The wizened old face, the brown hands, the 
gentle smile. All so real, once. Gone to ground. I know you’re here, in your new body. I 
need your help. There’s no voice, but there’s a space. A waiting. (MaddAddam 272) 
 
Toby waits, but when she doesn’t hear anything, she becomes discouraged. Just as she’s about to 
give up, Zeb tells her to stay still. A mother pigoon with a litter of pigoonlets is passing them 
nearby. The mother pigoon “… looks at Toby out of her eye…Her mouth upturns in a 
smile…Life, life, life, life, life. Full to bursting, this minute…Elderberry eyes” (273). Toby 
realizes, “You’ve had your vision” (276). The sow bursting with life is Pilar’s message to Toby 
that the pregnancy should not be ended.  
Toby’s explanation of this event links external material occurrences with her internal, 
subjective needs and awareness. She says, “I was communicating with my inner Pilar, which was 
externalized in visible form, connected with the help of a brain chemistry facilitator to the 
wavelengths of the Universe…” (MaddAddam 278). She says that “…just because a sensory 
impression may be said to be ‘caused’ by an ingested mix of psychoactive substances does not 
mean it is an illusion. Doors are opened with keys, but does that mean that the things revealed 
when the doors are opened aren’t there?” (MaddAddam 278). In this explanation Toby is 
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combining scientific elements she believes in, “wavelengths of the Universe,” along with a much 
less empirically provable understanding that mushrooms facilitate a connection between her and 
Pilar, who is dead. The belief that ingesting hallucinogenic mushrooms enables communication 
with Pilar’s spirit is an understanding of normal, human consciousness as limited and the 
psychotropic function of the mushroom as a temporary lifting of those limits, which enables 
perception of aspects of life which human consciousness normally can’t perceive.  
This expansion of what people can understand about the world is what also myth can do, 
according to Wendy Doniger. In her work, The Implied Spider, Doniger uses the example from 
the Bhagavata Purana of Krishna’s mortal mother scolding him as a child for eating dirt. 
Krishna denies that he has eaten dirt and when she looks in his mouth to confirm his claim she 
sees: 
…the whole universe, with the far corners of the sky and the wind, and lightening, and 
the orb of the Earth with its mountains and oceans, and the moon and stars, and space 
itself; and she saw her own village and herself. (18) 
 
This example connects the mouth of a small child with the cosmic vision of the whole 
universe—the innocent and profound insights of childhood speech with the vast and 
unfathomable reality of the cosmos. Myths can narrate a connection between our quotidian 
understanding of the world alongside aspects of life which are normally inaccessible. We can 
easily understand a child with dirt in their mouth, but it is much more challenging to imagine—
all at once—the far reaches of the universe, lightening, mountains and the moon alongside 
ourselves and our homes. But, in this story, all are simultaneously present in a way that points 
out the limits of human consciousness, while also not denying that in special circumstances, a 
glimpse of existence beyond our normal comprehension is possible. As Doniger’s work 
illustrates, myths articulate human importance and insignificance at the same time. This holding 
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of two contradictory truths simultaneously conveys the conceptual dissonance and fundamental 
uncertainty that prevents either completely abandoning human agency altogether or over 
emphasizing humanity’s ability to manipulate with intention.  
 Toby’s narration of this connection between herself, Pilar’s spirit, the pigoons and the 
universe is such a mythic narrative. It encompasses scientific understandings (sensory 
impressions, brain chemistry facilitator, wavelengths) but in a way that connects those 
phenomena to a larger and less comprehensible whole, in which all living things have valuable 
and purpose—but also locates her human level concerns as integral to this inexplicable cosmos 
and its functioning. It denies the mind/matter binary and instead, asserts a more spiritual view 
that external life and our inner lives are linked.  
Even Zeb, the character that seems the most material of all the Gardeners says, “…she 
wasn’t bullshitting…She believed the whole sackful…” (MaddAddam 401). While the novel 
does not indicate that all people need to believe in this myth—Zeb doesn’t—it does illustrate 
how even those who don’t believe, like Zeb, respect these ideas a valid—rather than dismissing 
Toby and Pilar as crazy, superstitious or stupid. By respecting Toby’s beliefs, Zeb models 
making space for myth. Zeb doesn’t seem bothered by lack of meaning in life. He doesn’t seem 
to need it. But, he doesn’t deny others the possibility of creating meaning. He doesn’t tell Toby 
that she’s making it all up in order to make herself feel better. He respects Pilar’s myth, realizing 
that he may not know everything.  
In the post-Flood world, Pilar’s influence extends past Toby. The woman names her baby 
after Pilar, and the Crakers also believe that Pilar lives in the Elderberry bush. They make purple 
ink out of the elderberries with “Pilar’s Spirit in them, and we wrote the Words of Pilar in that 
ink” (469). The narrative the Crakers’ write is their ur-text, that will found the new myth in the 
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coming society and Pilar is central to it—written in her elderberry blood. Adam One is not 
mentioned. Unlike Adam One, who seems to want to control his myth and manipulate others, 
Pilar never tries to get people to believe. She simply expresses a meaning and this is what proves 
most compelling for people. 
Pilar’s explanation is that: “People need such stories, Pilar said once, because however 
dark, a darkness with voices in it is better than a silent void” (MaddAddam 188). Pilar recognizes 
the threat of nihilism—the silent void—but rather than trying to conceal this threat of 
meaninglessness as Adam does, Pilar views nihilism as a creative force. Pilar creates “voices” in 
the darkness. The threat that there is nothing is what urges her to listen, to hear the stories. Pilar’s 
myth sees life as more than the perpetuation of survival. She narrates an understanding of life 
that does not dismiss the human knowledge gathered by science but does not see scientific 
knowledge as the only valid way of knowing and therefore suggests other kinds of knowledge 
can also be meaningful, valid and most of all, necessary.  
Pilar’s beliefs reference traditional myths as resources. Cultures throughout the world 
have narratives of people turning into other animals for a short period of time—or longer—and 
because of this experience gain wisdom denied to strictly human consciousness. In medieval 
Christianity there are many saints connected to animals and plants in ways that defy their 
mastery. The Irish saint Gobhait, patron saint of bees and beekeepers, has a resurrection narrative 
where bees are messengers of the dead. In Celtic Ireland bees were thought to be the soul leaving 
the body and therefore functioned as messengers to the Otherworld where the dead live 
(O’Riordan). Saint Gobhait chose the site for her shrine because it was the site of her 
resurrection—as foretold by the presence of nine deer. Her association with bees and resurrection 
seems to have an echo with the communication with the dead Pilar references and with the Celtic 
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belief that bees were souls. It is this use of alter-mythic lineages which gives Pilar’s myth its 
resonance—enabling a conceptual escape from the traps of the Eden and Flood narratives which 
condemn people to the fatalism of those narratives. Although Pilar plays a relatively small role in 
the trilogy her myth’s success is an indication of a potential methodology for creating new 
myths. However, while the novels are explicit in Pilar’s myth relies on scientific information, 
they don’t explicitly reference the other subjugated ways of knowing her myth relies on. This 
failure is a critical omission, which I argue, results in the fatalism of the novels. 
 
Decolonizing Myth 
 Despite the potential of Pilar’s myth, Atwood still implicates Pilar in the genocide in the 
novels. I read this not as a condemnation of Pilar’s myth but rather, the limit of Atwood’s 
narratives which may be due to Atwood’s inability to fully remove her narrative from biological 
determinism. Atwood has said, “The rules of biology are as inexorable as those of physics…” 
(Atwood in interview with Bouson 342).  While Atwood’s statement narrowly refers to the 
ecological limitations of the planet, it can also be seen as a reason why her characters, including 
Pilar, see mass human death as necessary in order to restore ecological balance. Pilar’s character 
embraces the alter-myth she creates, she may also see this mass die-off of humanity as a 
necessary ecological fact, without which her myth does too little, too slowly.  
Readers learn that Pilar has a chess set, and in one of the pieces she hides some pills that 
were smuggled out of HelthWyzer, the Corps she worked for. When Zeb asks her what they are 
she tells him:  
Let’s say biological. Vectors for bioforms. And these vectors are inside some other 
vectors that look like vitamin pills: three kinds, white, red, and black. And the pills are 
inside another vector... (MaddAddam 299) 
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These vectors were originally created by the corporation Pilar worked for, HelthWyzer. Crake’s 
father, who worked with Pilar, discovered that the Corps was smuggling these bioforms into 
vitamin pills. As Zeb explains to Toby, the company HelthWyzer, was smuggling the diseases 
into supplements and vitamins and then offering people the treatments when they got sick from 
the illness caused by the bioforms (Year of the Flood 291). They were selling people both the 
illness and the cure. When Crake’s dad tries to report the company’s intentional selling of illness 
to the media, HelthWyzer pushes him off an overpass and claims it was suicide.  
Pilar smuggles out the pills—but for what purpose it’s unclear. She keeps them in the 
chess set for many years and when she’s dying, Pilar wills the chess set to Crake. Toby and Zeb, 
discussing this after the plague, realize that “With some additions of his own. That must’ve been 
the core of Crake’s plague, which he distributes through pills (MaddAddam 403). Toby and Zeb 
think this isn’t so strange since, as Zeb says, “All the real Gardeners believed the human race 
was overdue for a population crash. It would happen anyway, and maybe sooner was better” 
(MaddAddam 403). Toby “… remembers Pilar’s wrinkled little face, her kindness, her serenity, 
her strength. But underneath, there had always been a hard resolve. You wouldn’t call it 
meanness or evil. Fatalism, perhaps” (403). These clues suggest that Pilar gave Crake the virus 
he used to enact the Flood. In a poetic cyclicality, Crake modifies the virus that indirectly killed 
his father, to kill everyone else. 
 Like Adam One, it’s unclear to what extent, if at all, Pilar supports Crake’s actions. Pilar 
offers an understanding of human life and the natural world that is contrary to the myth of the 
MaddAddam world. But, her despondency with most of humanity is a common theme among all 
the main actors in the novels. Adam One, Crake and Pilar all think the world is overpopulated 
 103 
and that culture needs to change dramatically. Pilar says some things that may make readers 
think she believes people can’t change. Early in the narrative, an old Gardener man, Mugi, tries 
to rape Toby. She manages to fend him off because he’s old and she’s strong. When Toby tells 
Pilar, she says:  
“We never make a fuss about such things…There’s no harm in Mugi really. He’s tried 
that on more than one of us — even me, some years ago.” She gave a dry little chuckle. 
“The ancient Australopithecus can come out in all of us. You must forgive him in your 
heart. He won’t do it again, you’ll see.” (The Year of the Flood 124) 
 
Pilar’s excuse that Mugi can’t control himself because of the innate Australopithecus in him 
seems like Meronym’s assertion of the universal savage inherent in all people and a claim that 
people are naturally, unavoidably violent and dominating—although perhaps since “he won’t do 
it again,” according to Pilar, people can dominate this nature within themselves. Like her 
disciple, Toby, it’s possible that Pilar retains a strong belief that human biology is unavoidably 
competitive and violent.  
Adam One’s, Crake’s and Pilar’s beliefs all reveal how believing in biological 
determinism results in fatalism. Atwood’s narrative suffers from being unable to represent how 
people could transition out of the MaddAddam world’s destructive practices. This failure is a 
result of her narrative’s failure to consider narratives other than Christianity and science. These 
two myths were leveraged in colonialism to subjugate alternative orders of knowledge that 
offered different ways of understanding humans and our world. Atwood’s narrative inadvertently 
reimposes colonization through reliance on Christianity and science. Although Pilar’s myth 
references potential alternatives, Atwood never makes that explicit. By failing to embrace 
alternative myths, the novels wind-up offering a picture of the future which is unavoidably 
fatalistic. 
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Crake’s plan seems to have been to use the logic of colonialism to enact a colonialism in 
reverse. He kills all the “civilized” people in order to repopulate the world with those he believes 
are “closer to nature.” While the MaddAddam trilogy largely effaces the settler colonialism that 
proceeded the establishment of the MaddAddam world, it’s resolution—in the attempted 
eradication of an inherently corrupted human life and the introduction of more “natural” 
humanoid replacements—is a clear indication of the mentality of colonialism at work. The end 
of the trilogy is a new Year Zero.69 Like Conrad’s blank map of Africa and Rousseau’s noble 
savage, the urge for pure nature—of the environmental or human kind—manifests in a genocide 
that mirrors the genocide that established the Enlightenment myth in sites of settler colonialism. 
It is the end that is the beginning. In order to break the return to this violent and destructive way 
of knowing, alternatives to this fatalism need to be explicitly embraced. In order to see nature as 
a force that humanity is interdependent with, instead of one that inherently dominates us because 
it is a force of domination, we need to turn to other myths. In the next chapter, we will look at 
another myth that understands nature not as violent and competitive but as part of an extended 




69 See the Anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose’s book Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for 
Decolonisation. UNSW Press, 2004, chapter three for a more detailed discussion of this narrative arc and 
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The Dreamer and the Dream: Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria  
and Indigenous Myth 
 
 
Captain Book’s law is a law of madness. It is based in and effected through destruction, 
and people cannot go on destroying for ever. Failing to understand their place in the 
world, and the interconnectedness of life, Captain Cook’s successors continue to visit 
destruction on the systems that support them—Dingo Makes Us Human 
 
 
As Kyle Powys Whyte has argued, apocalyptic images like those in MaddAddam and 
Cloud Atlas express fears of the future that are the real historical and contemporary experiences 
of indigenous peoples as a result of colonization:  
…the hardships many non-Indigenous people dread most of the climate crisis are ones 
that Indigenous peoples have endured already due to different forms of colonialism: 
ecosystem collapse, species loss, economic crash, drastic relocation, and cultural 
disintegration. (226)  
 
Apocalypse is not, therefore, a future event but one that has been ongoing for most people and in 
most places throughout the world, who “already inhabit what our ancestors would have 
understood as a dystopian future” (Whyte 227). Viewing the world from this perspective enables 
understanding ecological destruction not as unavoidable human nature but the result of one order 
of knowledge that understands nature as unavoidably competitive and violent. Alexis Wright’s 
novel Carpentaria (2006) suggests that we do not need to alter human biology in order to avoid 
the next apocalypse but rather cultivate societies that see humans as bound to our world and 
other beings through kinship. Wright’s novel illustrates how the Aboriginal myth of the 
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Dreaming is a complex, ecological understanding of the world that extends human social bonds 
to non-human others and therefore promotes co-existence, interdependence and fosters 
biodiversity in addition to caring for human well-being. However, while Carpentaria illustrates 
the Dreaming myth as capable of fostering ecological social change, the novel ultimately 
concludes that the legacies of colonialism make the Dreaming seem unimaginable and 
unintelligible for most non-natives.70  
The novel takes place in the Carpentaria region of Northern Australia, in a fictional town 
called Desperance, named after the psychotropic drug in Isaac Asimov’s Forward to Foundation 
(1993) which causes an extreme level of hopelessness and depression when ingested. The town’s 
name, like the hopelessness of many of its Aboriginal residents, depicts the destruction wrought 
by colonialism. The Aboriginal people in the novel live in huts at the edge of the settler 
Australian village, around and within the settler Australian’s trash dump. Few have regular 
employment outside the dangerous and environmentally destructive mine. The mayor of the 
town rapes the Aboriginal women for sport and Aboriginal people get blamed for crimes they 
didn’t commit and die in police custody. Amidst this poverty and pervasive racism is the 
overarching ecological collapse of climate change. In the novel, this environmental destruction is 
represented as extractivism through the establishment of the Gurfurritt mine.71 The novel details 
the ways the mine divides the Aboriginal community. Some people welcome it because they 
 
70 Wright’s novel is not alone in this assessment. Timothy Neale writes that two imagined futures 
dominate public discussions of Australia and both of these are steeped in ideas of progress that increase 
domination of nature. See his chapter, “Wild Presents and Emergent Futures.”  
 
71 As Kate Rigby has noticed, this name is both an allusion to “the colonial practice of appropriating or 
inventing Aboriginal-sounding names, in addition to the colonial phrase, ‘Go for it!’” (128). These mark 
the mine as an extension of the colonial project. 
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want jobs, some ignore the mine because it is just another instance of colonial land seizure while 
others actively organize against it. At the end of the novel, the mine is destroyed by an 
Aboriginal resistance group just before a cyclone hits Desperance, razing it to the ground.  
Throughout this story of the establishment and destruction of both the mine and the town, 
the recuperative potential of the Dreaming is juxtaposed to the destructiveness of the colonial 
culture, which leads readers to see that the adoption of Aboriginal ideas of what it means to be 
human and rules for how humans should interact with non-human others would stop destruction. 
The adoption of indigenous epistemology is widely supported by other indigenous thinkers, as 
well. As Leanne Betasamosake Simpson writes, “If we want to create a different future, we need 
to live in a different present…If we want to live in a different present, we have to center 
Indigeneity” (20). The Waziyatawin collective, Kyle Powys Whyte, Robin Kimmerer, Nick 
Estes and Melissa Nelson also advocate for taking indigenous orders of knowledge as serious 
alternatives to the destructive legacy of the Enlightenment.72 However, as Kimmerer reminds us 
“These are not ‘instructions’ like commandments, though, or rules; rather, they are like a 
compass: they provide an orientation but not a map” (8). Representing indigenous 
epistemologies through experimental literary techniques can simultaneously loosen the grip 
Enlightenment legacy has on readers’ conceptions of reality as well as introduce as meaningful 
and worthy other epistemological claims. By turning to narratives that have been subjugated 
through colonialism, we open up possibilities that narratives like Eden and the Flood deny are 
possible. These alternative orders of knowledge provide a way out of the conceptual traps that 
 
72 See also Zoe Todd and Heather Davis. “On the Importance of a Date, or Decolonizing the 




will make the future look like the past. Instead of a never-ending series of apocalypse, these 
narratives offer recuperative possibilities. 
However, this method is also fraught. As Deborah Bird Rose puts it, “…efforts to find 
their own [settler] redemption in Aboriginal people’s culture, Law, and teaching, as if those we 
had conquered should now save us” seems heaping entitlement on trauma and can lead to 
denying the violences of the past (Reports from a Wild Country 2). “Knowing” Aboriginal 
culture in Australia has resulted in classifications, hierarchies and definitions that have further 
perpetuated the view of pure, “primitive” people, maintaining, pure “primitive” myths in pure 
“wild” nature. Understanding indigenizing as a return to the “primitive” would be consistent with 
the Enlightenment myth, however. Instead, Indigenizing advocates for a view of indigenous 
peoples and cultures as vibrant and sophisticated orders of knowledge that have legacies in past 
ways of knowing but that are responsive to and altering as a result of contemporary events. 
Indigeneity is not a return to a past but an alternate way of living in the present, that settler 
cultures would benefit from adopting. This adoption would be living in a manner consistent with 
different epistemological underpinnings, not merely claiming ancestry or other superficial 
appropriations.73 In order to undermine myths as identity, settler Australians need to be seen as 
 
73 In the United States, for example, many settlers claim to have a Native ancestor in order to make a 
more complete claim that they “belong” on the land. A recent and highly public instance of this is 
Presidential candidate Elizabeth Warren who was claimed by Harvard as the first Native American law 
professor in the school’s history. When pressed, Warren took a DNA test to show her ancestry because 
she is not a member of any Native Nation. This raised cries from Native peoples that pointed out Native 
communities do not subscribe to biological ideas of race but lived relations. See Kim TallBear’s book, 
Native American DNA: Tribal Belonging and the False Promise of Genetic Science. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2013. This claiming of native ancestry has also resulted in allegations of 
other kinds of fraud as “Companies set up by members of a self-described and state-recognized Creek 
Indian tribe in Alabama have received more than $240 million in federal minority-business contracts, 
despite a determination by the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs that there is no credible evidence the group  
has Native American ancestry.” See Adam Elmahrek and Paul Pringle’s article, “Two Tribes Aren’t 
Recognized Federally. Yet Members Won $500 Million in Minority Contracts.” Los Angeles Times, 31 
Dec. 2019. 
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capable of adopting the Dreaming myth but an effort to indigenize society must take the attitude 
of respect and responsibility first and foremost, instead of ownership and control. 
But, before a new myth can be adopted, it needs to be understood as valid. Wright’s 
novel challenges readers to believe something that most readers will find unbelievable—the 
collapse between nature and culture, the human and non-human and the material world and 
human consciousness. The most lyric moments in the novel are reserved for evocations of the 
Dreaming that collapse these binaries, but many have read this novel as “magical realism”—that 
is, not a strictly realistic depiction of life (Devlin-Glass). In an interview with Kerry O’Brien, 
Wright said she sees, “great efforts on our side to try to reconcile the spirits” (219) with settler 
Australians but, as her settler characters in the novel illustrate, there is little effort of colonial 
culture to meet Aboriginal culture even half-way. The colonial dichotomies between the civilized 
and the primitive, nature and culture, settler and indigenous lead to a view of the Dreaming as 
anachronistic and/or fantastical. The work of the novel is to make the Dreaming intelligible and 
imaginable—as Wright says, “Believing in the unbelievable” (“Politics of Writing” 20). But, 
despite this goal, Wright’s novel ends without the adoption of the Dreaming myth. Although the 
narrative points towards a possible method for ecological social change, and despite its 
creativity, Wright can’t imagine settler cultures indigenizing.  
This is due to the Dreaming being unrecognizable by the settler community and 
increasingly by the Aboriginal community as a valid lifeway. In this way, the novel 
demonstrates, “What the community of knowers does not recognize as knowledge is displaced 
along with its reality-making possibilities” (Cadena and Blaser 7). The novel leaves readers 




or the superficial appropriations. Although the Dreaming provides fruitful epistemological 
alternatives, this kind of change demands many people enacting it collectively, by believing in 
what was considered unbelievable.  
 
The Dreaming 
The novel opens through the recounting of a Dreaming narrative of the ancestral rainbow 
serpent, “a creature larger than storm clouds” who crawls on its “heavy belly, all around the wet 
clay soils in the Gulf of Carpentaria” (1) creating rivers, marshes, clay pans and salt dunes as it 
makes its way through the earth, to the sea and back again. This being “continues to live deep 
down under the ground” (2) and “it permeates everything…attached to the lives of the river 
people like skin” (2). The breathing of the serpent is the rhythm of the tides and the rhythm of 
life in the Gulf. The rainbow serpent Dreaming is “the Aboriginal Law handed down through the 
ages since time began” (2), the knowledge of which has enabled life for the Aboriginal peoples 
in the Gulf of Carpentaria.74 In the novel the “serpent’s covenant permeates everything” (11) and 
reasserts the need for respect and responsibility to both people and land. This opening establishes 
that Wright’s novel teaches the reader about Dreaming through the narrative, which is told “as 
though some old Aboriginal person was telling the story” in a way that “belongs to the diction of 
the tribal nations of the Gulf” (88-9). This has the effect of, as Australian ecocritic Kate Rigby 
has said, of “eavesdropping on a tale that is being told to somebody else with far more familiarity 
with the world to which it pertains, and the language in which it is told, than I have” (124). Parts 
of Carpentaria are Dreaming narratives and convey moral principles and make epistemological 
 




claims that are unfamiliar to the non-Aboriginal reader.75 This disorientation for the non-
Aboriginal, or even more broadly non-indigenous, reader marks Wright’s narrative as enacting 
an indigenizing of culture. Events are not told in linear fashion but circuitously, following a 
model of oral culture communication rather than a literate culture, with side stories, background 
information and backtracking. The agency of the non-human world is narrated as bodies of 
water, rocks and animals become characters that impact the human characters. Human thoughts 
and feelings manifest in the material world and people communicate across time with ancestors.  
Wright is a member of the Waanyi nation, which is in the southern highlands of the Gulf 
of Carpentaria. As such the land in the novel is a depiction of Wright’s traditional Country. 
Country is an Aboriginal English word meaning homeland, a place of more-than-human 
cobecoming:  
Country in Aboriginal English is not only a common noun but also a proper noun. People 
talk about country in the same way that they would talk about a person: they speak to 
country, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry for country, and 
long for country. People say that country knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is 
sorry or happy. Country is not a generalised or undifferentiated type of place, such as one 
might indicate with terms like ‘spending a day in the country’ or ‘going up the country’. 
Rather, country is a living entity with a yesterday, today and tomorrow, with a 
consciousness, and a will toward life. Because of this richness, country is home, and 
peace; nourishment for body, mind, and spirit; heart’s ease. (Bird Rose, Nourishing 
Terrains, 7) 
 
The idea of living country is one that is prevalent in the Dreaming myth and which ecologists 
and environmentalists are beginning to assert is fundamental in halting development and 
extraction (Wergin, “Collaborations of Biocultural Hope”). If people are the land and the land is 
the people, then the loss of ecological health is also the loss of human health (Kenyon-Mosaic). 
 
75 Wright makes this point in her essay, “Where to Point in Spears?” in Annalisa Oboe and Shaul Bassi’s 
Experiences of Freedom in Postcolonial Literatures and Cultures. Routledge, 2011, pages 35-42. 
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The Dreaming has deep rooted histories of ecological knowledge and observation of natural 
phenomena. Rather than see Dreaming as a “counterweight to empiricism” Carpentaria shows 
how the Dreaming offer knowledge that is “an effect of sustained observation of natural 
phenomena,” as Francis Devlin-Glass points out (395). However, although the Dreaming is 
deeply ecological, it is not reducible to ecological explanations. Instead, both Dreaming 
knowledge and ecological knowledge share similar concerns but, not in the same way. They 
speak to each other but in different registers (Cadena and Blaser 11). The Dreaming has been 
culturally conveyed over the course of millennia through narrative, and offers explanations of 
human experience that take into account history, place and environment that contemporary 
science is only just beginning to understand (Robbins). But, Dreaming does not create 
separation, emphasizing difference in order that the subject should be able to study the object and 
therefore be the knowledge creator. The Dreaming entangles beings and therefore knowledge is 
created through relatedness or kinship. At its most fundamental, Elizabeth Povinelli has said, 
Dreaming is “…relatedness, to place, to organisms and phenomena, rather than of difference” 
(“‘Might Be Something’” 688). Creating kinship ties between humans and non-humans and 
humans and our environments is a method that many traditional and indigenous myths use to 
generate affective investment in ecological wellbeing. By bonding humans to our extended, 
nonhuman communities, myths like the Dreaming include nonhumans in human created value 
systems. By narrating other life as ‘someone’ rather than ‘something,’ as Melissa Nelson puts it, 
we deny our ability to manipulate at will. Instead, it admits that other beings have agency and 
human agency is limited by the actions of non-human others who, just like people, cannot simply 
be bent to our will. 
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A main character in the novel, Normal Phantom, displays this kinship to Country. Norm is 
described as the traditional owner of country and is deeply connected with the rainbow serpent. 
The other Aboriginal characters say he: 
…could grab hold of the river in his mind and live with it as his father’s fathers did 
before him. His ancestors were the river people, who were living with the river from 
before time began. Normal was like ebbing water; he came and went on the flowing 
waters of the river right out to the sea. (6) 
 
Norm’s connection to the Rainbow Serpent encompasses the aspect of Dreaming in which 
people have relationships with creative beings—like the Rainbow Serpent—and the laws of 
existence that forged the first relationships between humans and non-human beings (Rose, Dingo 
Makes Us Human 44). He is Country because he is constantly entangled in complex interactions 
with the Rainbow Serpent, fish, the water and birds:  
Men such as Norm Phantom kept a library ... full of stories of the old country stored in 
their heads ... what to do, how to live like a proper human beings. (246) 
Norm understands the limits of human ability to act and to know even as he possesses deep 
knowledge of the environment and non-human others. This is evident when the town changes the 
name of the river, and names it after Norm: Normal. This episode is indicative of the kind of 
respect the settlers, “the uptown whitefella mob,” have for Aboriginal knowledge. People know 
Norm has great knowledge of the river and respect him as an artist for his taxidermy fish. 
However, this does not extend further than tokenizing. The uptown people decide to name the 
river after Norm just as the mining company comes to town and the local council makes a deal 
with them to “set about pillaging the region’s treasure trove” (8). The renaming ceremony is the 
settler town’s concession to the Aboriginal community who they know they have at least partly 
offended in the building of the mine.  
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During the renaming ceremony Norm is asked to give a thank you speech but he instead 
delivers a “fruit salad of abuse” in the Aboriginal language76 and other Aboriginal characters 
“belly-laughed themselves silly because the river had one name from the beginning of time. It 
was called Wangala” (9). This laughter is ridicule of the settlers for their belief that they have it 
in their power to name the river. The river has a name. Believing that human control over the 
river is possible is hilarious from the perspective of the Dreaming. The Aboriginal characters’ 
laughter is also part ridicule at their choice to not follow the Dreaming law. As Deborah Bird-
Rose explains: 
It is implicit that all living beings have a choice in following Law. They can do what is 
necessary to maintain life or they can turn their `backs on responsibility and, in so doing, 
allow destruction. Yarralin people often do not express this as a matter of choice because, 
for them, to follow the latter course would be an act of madness. (Dingo Makes Us 
Human 57) 
 
The characters laugh because, in a forewarning of the disastrous resolution of the novel, they see 
this act as a deliberate invitation for ruination. The Dreaming not only ties people in the kinds of 
bonds Norm has with fish and the river—giving knowledge. The Dreaming also asserts a need to 
take responsibility for the other that has given this knowledge, in this case, the river as we take 
responsibility for kin. 
At the end of the novel, an enormous cyclone hits the town, which is described as Norm’s 
“payback to the town" (484). The cyclone destroys nearly everything—leveling buildings, 
effectively removing the settler town from existence. Dreaming does not have narrowly defined 
concepts of good and bad so much as ideas about balance and order: “…to act, to respond, and to 
 
76 It’s unclear what language this is and is not translated in text. The Waanyi language is classified as 
moribund. See, Christopher Moseley, Encyclopedia of the World’s Endangered Languages. Routledge, 
2008, Waanyi entry (384).  
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take responsibility within a cosmos in which life is inextricably bound up with death” (Rose, 
Dingo Makes Us Human 103). The Dreaming asserts responsibility and connectivity at every 
level—denying that humans can act with impunity. Damage to people causes damage to country 
and vice versa. In the Dreaming, kinship is ecological and geographical. Norm’s cyclone corrects 
the illusion that the settlers have mastered the land by destroying their town.  
While the cyclone damages the town, it would be wrong to read Norm’s cyclone as his 
control over the weather and climate. Norm and the cyclone are one. As the collective known as 
Bawaka Country states, “…weather and climate [are] patterned, relational, affective and deeply 
situated; as co-becomings in, with and as Country” (Wright et al. 2) and Norm is Country. This 
type and depth of connection between Norm and Country is something that the mind/matter 
divide which the Enlightenment myth claims is magical—or not real. As the religious historian, 
Jeffrey Kripal, explains, orders of knowledge which do not acknowledge the “mind-matter split” 
are considered “paranormal” from the Enlightenment perspective (8). Norm’s connection with 
Country disrupts the idea that human consciousness is completely apart from our material 
world.77 The Dreaming is paranormal because “the experienced collapse of the mind-matter split 
is the irruption of events in the physical world that uncannily correspond to the subjective…” 
(Kripal 8). Although, from the Enlightenment myth’s perspective, this depiction is “separate 
from or going beyond”78 what is considered ‘normal’, from the Dreaming myth’s perspective, 
the connection between subjective experience and the physical world is Normal.  
 
77 Kate Rigby has also points out Carpentaria rejects the mind/matter split. See her article, “The Poetics 
of Decolonization: Reading Carpentaria in a Feminist Ecocritical Frame.” International Perspectives in 
Feminist Ecocriticism, edited by Greta Gaard et al., 1st ed., Routledge, 2013, pg. 130.  
 
78 “Para-, Prefix1.” OED Online, Oxford University Press. Oxford English Dictionary. 
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Norm’s cousin, Mozzie Fishman is the leader of the active resistance against the mine 
and exemplifies another aspect of Dreaming that creates kinship ties: cotemporaneous rather than 
linear time. 79 Mozzie is another name for ‘mosquito’ and his name evokes an Aboriginal 
resistance leader named Musquito who lived from the late 1700s to early 1800s. He evokes this 
ancestor not only through his purpose in the novel—Mozzie says, “Nothing must stop our 
stories” (426) and so he becomes one of the "holy pilgrims of the Aboriginal World" (119)—but 
also connects to other ancestors. Mozzie’s connection to ancestors sees all times, past, present 
and future as cotemporaneous. Not only does this understanding help people to see themselves as 
descendants but also future ancestors. The creation of a bond to future and past generations 
prevents completely short-term, self-interested acts like mining and the privileging of income 
over ecological wellbeing. But it also, prevents the fatalism that claims the future is unavoidably 
wrecked and human death is necessary. Instead, a future that is being made right now, by those 
who will be ancestors in that future forces a responsibility that the fatalism of Enlightenment 
narratives denies. 
Mozzie connects with the ancestors in many ways. He leads a convoy of rusted, second-
hand cars along Dreaming tracks on the land, sometimes called Songlines, or dreaming tracks. 
 
79 Kyle Powys Whyte talks about “Anishinaabemowin (Neshnabe´mwen) expression aanikoobijigan 
(yankobjegen). The expression means ancestor and descendent at the same time. This meaning suggests 
an Anishinaabe perspective on intergenerational time—a perspective embedded in a spiraling temporality 
(sense of time) in which it makes sense to consider ourselves as living alongside future and past relatives 
simultaneously as we walk through life: “Spiraling time, for me in this essay, actually refers to the varied 
experiences of time that we have as participants within living narratives involving our ancestors and 
descendants. Experiences of spiraling time, then, may be lived through narratives of cyclicality, reversal, 
dream-like scenarios, simultaneity, counter-factuality, irregular rhythms, ironic un-cyclicality, slipstream, 
parodies of linear pragmatism, eternality, among many others” (5-6). See also Leanne Betasamosake 
Simpson’s book As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom through Radical Resistance. U of 
Minnesota Press, 2017, pages 192-5. 
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They are paths across the land (or sometimes the sky) which mark the route followed by 
localized creator-beings during the Dreaming—such as the rainbow serpents tracks which 
created the environment. Mozzie follows Dreaming tracks, in the current moment, connecting his 
life with the ancient creator beings: 
Their convoy continued an ancient religious crusade along the spiritual travelling road of 
the great ancestor, whose journey continues to span the entire continent and is older than 
time itself… (119) 
 
In the novel, the rusty and “gas guzzling” cars are dubbed the Holden/Ford Dreaming and like its 
manifestation, is a combination “…with new Dreaming tracks cutting through the old” (385). 
The ancient Dreaming tracks are not relics of the past—as the settler culture dubs the Dreaming. 
By driving a convoy of cars along the Dreaming tracks Mozzie is making meaning in the present 
rather than an anachronistic attempt to revive a pre-colonial past. This combination of what we 
read as “now”—automobiles—and “past”—the Songlines—is an illustration of the temporality 
of the Dreaming (in addition to a denial of what the Enlightenment myth asserts about 
Aboriginal-ness). A connection to the past in the present that also encompasses the future is the 
enactment of responsibility and a denial of the fatalism that the future is unavoidably wrecked—
regardless of what actions are taken in the present.  The Dreaming myth recognizes the 
ecological impacts human communities bequeath to their descendants and the role contemporary 
people have in creating environments as ancestors of the future.  
Like many indigenous orders of knowledge, the Dreaming myth has elements of ancestor 
worship and, when pressed to express who the “traditional owner” of a place of land in Australia 
is, many Aboriginal people will simply say “They’re all dead”—i.e. they are the ancestors (Rose, 
Reports from a Wild Country 166–67). In the novel, someone thinks they hear dingoes but 
another person says, no, it’s Mozzie. “Mozzie’s speaking a different tongue, a dead language, 
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talking to his passed-away relatives. Tribespeople were shot here” (432). The idea of now being 
coterminous with ancient past and far-away future is strange for settlers who see this conception 
of time as hallucination. 80 However, understanding our own lives as bound to the lives of not 
only non-human others but all other humans has the effect of extending responsibility past the 
cotemporary moment. The idea that our actions have lasting impacts on how the ancestors and 
decedents live, inculcates a profound obligation on the part of people living to ethical and 
sustainable environmental actions. The Dreaming ties people in mutual responsibility to their 
descendants in terms of leaving place in a manner that is capable of sustaining life by depicting 
people as descendants themselves. Wright’s narrative illustrates how people who accept the 
Dreaming’s obligations and concerns can be given gifts that surpass all expectations. 
At one point, Mozzie and his followers are fleeing from mining company men who are 
chasing them. Mozzie and his group are known by the mining company to be engaged in 
sabotage and they have hired goons to murder the group. Mozzie and the group abandon their 
cars and Mozzie leads them to a cave none of them even knew existed. In this place, the 
“walls…screamed at you with the cryptic, painted spirits of the Dreamtime,” and it contained a 
“labyrinth of strange corridors,” which led into “the depths of the creature of the underworld’s 
 
80 The Australian anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner coined the term “everywhen” in order to explain the 
temporality of Dreaming: “One cannot ‘fix’ The Dreaming in time: it was, and is, everywhen.” Patrick 
Wolfe explains the two moves in settler colonialism: the first is to declare the land void of human 
inhabitants. The humans living there are not really human—they are irrational, closer to the animals that 
inhabit a place rather than the settlers who are fully human because they make use of the land, turning the 
land from unproductive wildness to land that produces. If Aborigines were literal relics of the past then, 
their myth was also ancient. The Dreaming was a time in the remote past. But, by the time Stanner coined 
the term “everywhen,” most Aboriginal communities had been destroyed and most land in Australia 
claimed for settlers’ use, around the 1920s, there was less a need to make the Aboriginal concept of 
Dreaming a time in the remote past and therefore the understanding of it as “everywhen” became more 
prevalent and accepted (215).  
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belly” (433-434). This cave initially scares the convoy but, they go in because it is the only way 
to escape the mining company thugs who are chasing them. As they descend into the earth the 
narrow corridors open to an underground ocean where a group of ancient canoes covered in 
layers of spiders’ webs lay in wait for them. Everyone in the convoy is astounded that Mozzie 
can lead the group to this place that none of them had never even heard of—including Mozzie. 
Equally amazing is the preservation of the boats and the ropes that are strong as ready to carry 
the men as they flee from the mining company killers. This under earth escape route is more than 
any of them could have hoped for but the addition of the canoes makes it miraculous. Mozzie 
and the others know the ancestors have guided them there in order to help them escape. 
Accepting the responsibilities of the Dreaming can lead to ancestral help in times of crisis.  
 Mozzie is not the only character that receives help from the ancestors. One of Norm’s 
sons, Will, is also fleeing after having sabotaged some mining activities. Will goes to his father-
in-law, Old Man Joseph Midnight, for help. Old Man Midnight gives Will directions to a place 
he has never been, by accessing knowledges of the ancestors and the Dreaming: 
The old man gave him the directions to the safe place in his far-off country—a blow-by-
blow description sung in song, unravelling a map to a Dreaming place he had never 
seen… Yet old man Midnight remembered a ceremony he had never performed in his life 
before, and now, to his utter astonishment, he passed it on to Will. He went on and on, 
fully believing he was singing in the right sequence hundreds of places in a journey to a 
place at least a thousand kilometres away. “Sing this time. Only that place called such 
and such. This way, remember. Don’t mix it up. Then next place, sing, such and such. 
Listen to me sing it now and only when the moon is above, like there, bit lower, go on, 
practice. Remember, don’t make mistakes . . . ” The song was so long and complicated 
and had to be remembered in the right sequence where the sea was alive, waves were 
alive, currents alive, even the clouds. (372-3) 
 
The narrative tells us that Old Man Midnight imparts this knowledge to Will despite the fact that 
he has not explicitly learned it himself. He tells Will about specific places he has never been and 
how to get there. Old Man Midnight is a conduit for ancestral knowledge, an inheritor of 
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wisdom. Like Mozzie’s cave, the song helps Will avoid capture from the mining company men 
who are trying to kill him—for at least a while.81 The novel validates this intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge across the break of death and validates the Dreaming assertion that 
the ancestors are with us and can assist us in a time of need. It denies the mind/matter split and 
the linear temporality of the colonizing culture. It also depicts acceptance of obligation to land 
and community as more than just a burden. While it is responsibility, it is also a gift that could 
never be acquired individually.   
Norm is similarly rescued by his connection with the Dreaming. At the end of the novel, 
he is fleeing the cyclone, and becomes surrounded by yinbirras, who are: 
…fairy-like people the good storytellers told about the strange Yanngunyi tribe whose 
true home was beyond the sea. These Yanngunyi were people who lived beside other real 
people, and even thought you could hear them going about their daily business, they 
would not let anyone see them Because the “did not want to be found,” or “made 
civilised” (297).  
 
These “black angel” spirit beings, as the novel terms them, help save Norm from the cyclone—
helping to push the boat and guiding him to the place where he finds Will’s son, Bala. As the 
vinbirras rescue Norm, they try to talk to him, but it is in a “strange tongue” he can’t understand. 
These beings are described as Norm’s guardian angels, and blend in with living people so that 
the division between them and the real humans who also are around Norm is blurred in the 
narrative. However, it is clear that the elderly Norm could not have hauled his fishing boat 
through a cyclone by himself, and his luck at finding his grandson in the aftermath seems only 
due to the yinbirras leading him. 
The novel asserts the reality of the Dreaming as it manifests tangible realities: the cave 
 
81 These miraculous escapes don’t ultimately save Will’s life, however. More on this below. 
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Mozzie takes his men to, the route Will follows encounters all the geographies Old Man 
Midnight said would be there, Norm survives and finds Bala. Although the Enlightenment myth 
characterizes these ideas as fantastical, the novel asserts the reality of them (Povinelli, The 
Cunning of Recognition 250). However, within the novel, the Dreaming remains largely 
unintelligible and unimaginable for settlers, and for many Aboriginal characters, who at best 
seek to reduce it to metaphor and allegory. Wright’s narrative repeatedly denies this move. The 
narrative insists that the Dreaming myth articulates a lived connection between country and 
people, dead and alive, that materially manifest aid as well as demanding responsibilities on the 
part of humans. 
 
When the Dogs Talked 
While the Dreaming is presented in the novel as a sophisticated and ecological 
epistemology, cultural change cannot be enacted by individuals or even small groups, like 
Mozzie’s convoy, when they run counter to the lived realities of their social worlds. The novel 
tackles this issue in several ways that center around mine in the novel, as in contemporary 
Australia (Povinelli, The Cunning of Recognition). In both the novel and contemporary Australia, 
mines are established especially in those rural areas where Aboriginal peoples have been pushed. 
Indigenous peoples have voted in favor of mining projects—even near or on sacred Dreaming 
sites—as a means to alleviate the structural poverty which is endemic in Aboriginal areas 
because of their dispossession from their land (Povinelli, The Cunning of Recognition 1–2).82 
 
82 “The story is repeated throughout Indigenous homelands as companies prey on the vulnerability created 
by the hardship of poverty” (Waziyatawin 73). See also Ramachandra Guha and Joan Martínez Alier’s 
work Varieties of Environmentalism: Essays North and South. Routledge, 2013. 
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The reality of a money economy and a degraded environment means asking Aboriginal 
Australians to not vote for mining ventures condemns them to further poverty—and all its 
complications. In the novel, those that continue to fight the mine despite this fact are the few 
who are willing to sacrifice their lives. Will Phantom, Norm’s son, joins Mozzie convoy and dies 
for his actions against the mine. However, the ending questions whether his sacrifice has the 
desired effect and ultimately, I argue, the novel emphasizes the necessity of collective social 
change and not the reliance on individual sacrifices, which will largely go unnoticed. 
The mine in the novel, the Gurfurritt mine, is modeled on the Century Mine, a zinc mine 
that commenced operation in Wright’s traditional Waanyi homelands in 1999. Native title 
negotiations surrounding the mine were drawn-out and acrimonious. However, partnerships 
between mining companies and Aboriginal communities were established through short-term 
payouts for traditional owners and the promise of employment for communities. While the mines 
are designed to generate long-term wealth for the mining company at the expense of the 
ecological, medical and social wellbeing of the community, the immediate need of money and 
food cannot be ignored and facilitates the establishment of mines which further marginalizes the 
Dreaming (Povinelli, Geontologies 32).  
  This real-life situation is depicted in the novel, where the establishment of the Gurfurritt 
mine creates a division in the Aboriginal community, with some families supporting the building 
of the mine and others rejecting it.  
Allegiances were changing constantly... Over many months…Gurfurritt play[ed] the 
game of innocence with bumbling front men who broke and won the hearts and minds of 
more and more of his own [Norm’s] relatives and members of their communities, both 
sides of Desperance. (388) 
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There are people who just want the work, and people who say—at least—they would “kill 
anybody going against country” (388). However, most people wind-up getting jobs at the mine 
after it’s established. Norm’s sons all wind-up working for the mine—except his son Will who 
joins Mozzie’s convoy. One of Norm’s sons, Kevin, is permanently debilitated after working in 
the mine for only one day.  
 The settler culture determines daily reality for people: how they get food, where they can 
live. Working for the mine—extracting ore and putting it in pipelines—is both necessary to 
alleviate the poverty Aboriginal peoples face as a result of being disposed of their land as well as 
makes it difficult to continue to live within the Dreaming myth. Maintaining narratives about the 
fundamental life of earth and waters when you are also digging into the earth, extracting minerals 
and polluting water through the process, would require a dissonance that no character in the 
novel maintains. Notably, Norm, Mozzie and Old Man Joseph Midnight do not work in the mine. 
They, along with the members of Mozzie’s convoy, are depicted as the keepers of the Dreaming 
myth. However, most Aboriginal characters in the novel are shown as less invested in the 
Dreaming. 
This doubt is not just a fictional invention. In the documentary When the Dogs Talked 
(2014), created by the Karrabing Film Collective—an Aboriginal film group in northwestern 
Australia, a young son asks his mother about the Dog Dreaming. She tells him the story and 
afterwards asks: “Do you believe in your mother’s Dreaming?” (Silva 1:21). The boy doesn’t 
respond. He looks down, looks at his mother and begins to smile. His expression is one of doubt 
but doubt that he does not want to admit. As the young boy’s reaction in the film demonstrates, 
it’s hard to believe his mother’s Dreaming, even though he wants to. In the novel, this is narrated 
as a tragedy: “The world would be a very sad place, little children would be lost, if they could 
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not believe in the fantasy of a mother’s story” (139). When children don’t see their parents as a 
source of knowledge about the world and instead, see them as stupid or superstitious, a rupture in 
family is created. The primary kinship upon which the Dreaming kinship network is built on 
becomes undermined and therefore the entire system fails. Desperance is this kind of a sad place, 
where the colonial legacy’s continuation of land destruction increasingly marginalizes and re-
subjugates the Dreaming myth. 
The poverty of Aboriginal communities and the alleviation of their poverty through 
acquiescence to mining has particularly fraught implications in Australia. Aboriginal people can 
only make legal claims as traditional owners of land if they live “traditional” lifeways, 
demonstrating continuity of traditional customs, laws and beliefs. These practices cannot be 
descriptions of how people lived in the past or how people wish to live but how they are actually 
living (Povinelli, The Cunning of Recognition 2–3). Living traditionally is increasingly difficult 
as the water and land upon which the Dreaming depends are being mined, polluted and otherwise 
destroyed and people need money in order to sustain themselves.83 Settler culture determines 
how land is used and how people live their lives—through seeing land as inert and raw materials 
for human extraction—the possibilities of seeing otherwise become more and more difficult. 
This forces Aboriginal peoples into choosing poverty to gain their land back or economic well-
being, forever losing their land. What these realities illustrate is that Aboriginal and indigenous 
peoples cannot be expected to preserve indigenous and traditional myths in the face of all other 
 
83 The film, Charlie’s Country, directed by Rolf de Heer, Adelaide Film Festival, Bula’bula Arts 
Aboriginal, Screen Australia, (2014) depicts the impossibility of returning to traditional ways of being in 
settler societies that criminalize indigenous lifeways.  
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people enacting the Enlightenment myth in our shared world. As the indigenous scholar Robin 
Kimmerer has stated, “…a world of gifts cannot coexist with a world of commodities” (375).  
Will Phantom seems to know this but he misjudges the degree to which this social 
structure is perpetuated by people. He leaves his family to join Mozzie’s convoy—which are on 
the Dreaming track. He is the only one of his brothers who never works in the mine. However, 
readers learn that Mozzie’s convoy follows the Dreaming tracks not only to enact the ancient 
stories but also as a means of simultaneously sabotaging the mine and its pipelines. While 
Fishman seems to be reviving the Dreaming, Will’s story illustrates the degree to which the 
convoy is invested in fighting against the settler culture and the mine through force as well. 
Will sabotages a stretch of the mine’s pipeline which results in vast sections exploding 
for seemingly no reason. The novel tells readers that the engineers could not figure out “what 
went wrong with the grando plano” (364) and this delays the establishment of the mine and 
makes it more expensive for the company, who initially threaten to pull out of the deal. So far, 
this would seem to have accomplished his goal. However, Will miscalculates—the international 
mining company is not imposing this operation on the unwilling inhabitants of Australia. Instead, 
the novel reveals how it is not the fight of a group of people against a giant corporation. It is the 
fight of one small, and increasingly marginalized, group of people against the vast majority of 
other people with whom they co-exist in one society. Threatening the mining company makes 
the settlers of Desperance and the Australian government panic and police descend en masse 
throughout the region to find the perpetrator. Will can’t be found—because of luck, the settlers’ 
racism which means Aboriginal people “all look alike” and the Aboriginal community’s 
unwillingness to cooperate with the authorities. However, the mine—operating under social 
sanction but out of social oversight—hires goons to kidnap Will’s wife, Hope. They do this to 
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lure Will out of hiding. When they find him, they kill his wife in front of him, pushing her out of 
a helicopter into the ocean, and then pushing him out as well.  
Miraculously, Will survives the fall. However, the end of Will’s story offers a visual 
illustration of how his sacrifice goes unnoticed. He tries to find Hope using her father’s, Old Man 
Midnight, Dreaming map but he winds-up getting lost because the Dreaming map does not 
correspond completely with the landscape, as it has been changed by the mining company. As 
the cyclone descends, further changing the landscape, Will winds-up being stranded on a floating 
island of trash—largely plastic bottles. He has no way to get to land and is out of energy, food 
and water. Although ships pass him, no one looks at the floating island of plastic bottles and 
fishing nets—they are so used to ignoring their environments and the environmental destruction 
around them—to see Will, whom the novel indicates dies without being rescued. Will’s heroic 
efforts result in orphaning his child and losing his and his wife’s life. While Fishman’s convoy 
blows the entire mine to bits at the end, as many critics have noted, the mine can be rebuilt and if 
the society’s values don’t change then there is every indication that it will be.84  
Unlike Adam Ewing, Will is not a white man and therefore, his act of sacrifice is literally 
ignored. The novel indicates the futility of sacrificing for the cause through Will’s story. 
Individual will cannot overcome the vast majority of peoples’ beliefs. The mine isn’t the root of 
what needs to change. The people that support the mine and their constant re-enacting the myth 
that creates this kind of world is what needs changing. 
 
 
84 See Kate Rigby’s article, “The Poetics of Decolonization: Reading Carpentaria in a Feminist Ecocritical 





 While the novel does not yield in its rejection of the colonial legacy, it does illustrate the 
myriad challenges in enacting mythic social. However, despite these challenges Wright offers 
readers an example of how mythic change can occur: through hybridizing. The settlers, of 
course, are largely Christian—if not in deed, in name. They celebrate Christmas and build 
churches. Although Walter Mignolo characterizes Christianity as part of the “colonial matrix of 
power” and therefore marks it as inconsistent with decolonial projects, and, as Atwood’s trilogy 
illustrates, many Christian narratives sanction destruction, Wright’s novel offers a more flexible 
and interpretive understanding of Christianity. In Carpentaria, Christianity is shown as a site of 
collective building between settlers and Aboriginal people as some of its foundational narratives 
are adapted into Dreaming narratives.  
In the novel, a character named Elias Smith is a Christ figure. He arrives in the aftermath 
of a hundred-year storm, a couple of days after Christmas. Despite the severity of the storm, "the 
Christmas decorations in town had not been ruined. They regarded it as a very strange miracle 
that all the nativity pieces the Town Council had placed in every front yard for free could and did 
survive the galing winds" (46-47). However, this storm has frozen all the clocks in the town—at 
12:11.85 Elias arrives by walking out of the ocean—it’s extreme low tide it looks like he is 
walking on the water. “Elias was a miracle. He had walked out of the sea” (511).  He has a long 
white beard and hair and the children alert everyone to his coming by saying that the storm 
knocked Santa from his sleigh. His skin is described as the color of gold—literally like he is 
glowing--and he is a fisherman. The name Elias is a variation of Elijah which means ‘Jehovah is 
 
85 Perhaps a reference to Jeremiah 12:11 which reads, “They have made it a mournful waste, desolate it 
lies before me, Desolate, all the land, because no one takes it to heart.” 
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God’ and he is described as a “descendent of English gods” (49). All these allusions mark Elias 
as a Christ figure but one of a particularly Australian nature.  
Elias “comes from nowhere”—he has lost his memory completely from the storm and 
therefore has no identity. The settlers give him the surname Smith “like everybody else in 
Uptown” (72). Elias “…like themselves had also once turned up, appearing from out of 
nowhere” (57) and takes on the identity of the settler through his surname. He’s also immediately 
embraced by the uptown settlers and given the job of town guard. Elias has no idea what he 
should be guarding but takes the job seriously. Despite all these connections to settlers and his 
role as a Christ figure, Elias also has strong associations with Aboriginal peoples and the 
Dreaming myth.  
In the storm that brings Elias to Desperance, lighting strikes a tree in the center of the 
town. This is the same event that occurs in an “important Dreaming story hereabout” (43) which 
also stops time. Elias’ arrival at the repetition of this Dreaming narrative marks him as a figure 
also consistent with the Dreaming. His skin, glowing like gold, makes it impossible to identify 
him as Aboriginal or white. He is both and neither. Despite his inclusion in the settler culture, 
Elias does not identify with the settler fear and antagonism of the Aboriginal peoples. Instead, he 
becomes Norm Phantom’s best-friend. He also develops some particularly “Aboriginal” habits. 
Elias talks to the sky at night, an activity which settlers scorn Aboriginal people for doing: 
"Once, a long time ago when they first heard Pricklebush talk like this, they kept them out of 
town for a long, long time. Can't come in here if you want to talk mumbo jumbo like mad 
people...” (78).  
Elias also has extensive knowledge of the sea and sea fish. Despite his amnesia, his hands 
remember how to make complicated fishing knots and he knows how to cast a line to coax a 
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barramundi from its hiding place in the mud. Readers are told “… only the old hunter Uncles 
could achieve such a haul…” (168). Elias’ knowledge of animals and water also marks him as 
more Aboriginal than uptown since the uptown people cannot take care of themselves without 
complicated gadgets and convenience stores. The link between the ocean and people is a mark of 
the Dreaming: “We are the flesh and blood of the sea and we are what the sea brings the land” 
(33). While Elias is “guarding” uptown, the Shire Council office—an icon of settler culture—is 
burned to the ground. Although it is not clear who perpetrates this act in the novel, Elias is 
blamed for it—which also allies him with the Aboriginal community since they are the constant 
scapegoats. It also marks him further as a Christ figure because is unfairly judged. Although 
several people in uptown want to kill Elias he is, instead, run out of uptown. 
After being evicted from uptown, Elias is found dead in his small fishing boat. It is 
obvious he has been murdered. When Norm’s son, Will, finds him Elias has been dead a long 
time. Sitting on a log near the boat is an eagle whom Elias had rescued and rehabilitated and then 
released a long time before. After he dies, the eagle returns and is sitting just waiting near the 
boat. This is, again, an allusion to Elias’ as a Christ figure: “Wherever the body is, there the 
eagles will be gathered together" (Luke 17:37). As Will gradually realizes that Elias has been 
murdered a helicopter begins to descend right over Elias’ boat and body. This frightens the eagle, 
who attempts to take off and is cut to pieces by the blades of the helicopter (171). Will identifies 
the men in the helicopter as mine workers. They see Will—although they don’t recognize him—
and they begin firing gunshots at him and the boat.  
It becomes clear through this scene that Elias was involved in some way with anti-mining 
actions perhaps in concert with Mozzie and was murdered by the mine’s private “security” 
forces. Because of Elias’ Christ figure status, this also marks Christian myth as compatible with 
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the Dreaming myth and in opposition to the mine and the Enlightenment myth. Through Elias’ 
story, Wright offers a Dreaming inflected Christ story, where Christ is depicted as supporting the 
Dreaming.  
The anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose details a Dreaming story from the Yarralin 
people, who live west of the Carpentaria region, also in Northern Australia, that has many 
similarities with Wright’s narrative of Elias Smith. She notes that “Yarralin people have had no 
difficult in granting God and Jesus space in their own cosmology, and a message of personal 
love and assistance and occasionally given people added strength in times of crisis” (Wild Dog 
Dreaming 38). She also indicates that Aboriginal Dreaming stories sometimes end with 
statements about how true they are but expressed in Christian terms: “True God!” or “God’s a 
man: Lord Jesus” (Wild Dog Dreaming 47).  
In this particular story, the hero’s name is Ned Kelly—of the infamous Kelly gang of 
Australian history and legend. In the story Ned Kelly and an angel come down from the sky and 
get in a boat. They travel around the saltwater but can’t find a bank on which to land. So, they 
make a river and the river leads them onto land. When they are on land, they meet both 
Aboriginal and settler Australians. Ned has no problem with the Aboriginal people, as the 
storyteller, Big Mick says, (Wild Dog Dreaming 199). But, he gets in a fight with a “Cook 
type”—that is, a settler Australian, called so after Captain Cook, the British sea captain that first 
“discovered” Australia and killed and enslaved aborigines. During this fight with the Cook type, 
Kelly shoots a cop, and is then killed. But, Big Mick says, “Him blackfellow, first blackfellow” 
(Wild Dog Dreaming 199).  Ned Kelly, in this tale, is opposed to the Captain Cook types—the 
police and settlers who disrespect the land and Aboriginal peoples—and allied with the 
Aboriginal people and the angels. In this story, Bird Rose documents how Kelly allies himself 
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with the disposed by shooting the police which indicates that, in this narrative, morality is on 
Kelly’s side. Bird Rose writes,  
Ned Kelly is here conflated with Jesus, offering an exposition of the potential for 
liberation…Like Jesus, Ned Kelly stood up for the rights of the oppressed, and stood 
against that officialdom which enforced the power of the ruling classes. (Wild Dog 
Dreaming 201) 
Wright’s Elias narrative takes a similar approach. It also suggests Aboriginal peoples are shaping 
their Dreaming narratives to be potential points of commonalities with settlers—making 
Dreaming intelligible to settlers through the inclusion of a figure whom the settlers understand 
and know, in both Ned Kelly and Jesus. It presents the Christian myth as flexible, and in 
fundamental ways consistent with the Dreaming. It also illustrates how Aboriginal peoples are 
willing and trying to make common cause with settlers—just not at the expense of their lives, 
culture and land. 
Not all Aboriginal people are in favor of this mythic hybridization. Big Mozzie dismisses 
Biblical stories as “lived in somebody else’s desert” (142).  Furthermore, he claims that 
“Christian beliefs had indoctrinated Aboriginal communicates like grog [alcohol] and it was true 
to say it was even the cause of grog” (142); due to this, Big Mozzie forbids both drinking and 
Christianity to his followers. He claims that “other people’s religions would never do, never in 
the big Dreaming track” (142). Mozzie isn’t interested in building community with settlers. 
However, he is an outlier. Most Aboriginal people want to create a social collective. They aren’t 
interested in maintaining isolation from the settler Australian community.  
While Wright depicts the Aboriginal community as willing to undertake hybridization, 
the settlers seem unwilling to do this work. Angel Day is Norm Phantom’s wife. When the novel 
opens, she is engaging in her daily activity—sorting through the rubbish dump at the edge of 
“uptown”—where the settlers live. Angel finds a statue of the Virgin Mary. This is astonishing 
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for Angel Day since she believes the statue is a talisman. She quickly puts it in her sack. When 
she gets the statue back home, she paints it using Norm’s paints. Now, the statue is “…repainted 
in the colour of her own likeness…Improvisation with Norm’s fish colours and textures resulted 
in a brightly coloured statue of an Aboriginal woman who lived by the sea” (38). Angel claims 
Mary as her own by painting her to not only resemble herself but also by incorporating the 
ocean. Angel is illustrating the possibility of hybridizing the Dreaming and Christianity—by 
incorporating Christian myth into the Dreaming.  
Despite the potential of Angel’s act, it is thoroughly rejected by the settlers. When the 
settlers come to her house demanding that Norm act as the leader of the Aboriginal peoples, she 
brings out the statue as a way to protect her family. In the midst of the settlers,  
…suddenly she burst back in the room, brandishing her statue, held up high above her 
head as she danced around the delegation like a strutting pigeon. It was a transfixing 
sight. The delegation was shocked by this spectacle of irreverence for their religion. All 
eyes followed the Aboriginal Mary, bobbing past them, jumping back and forth. (39) 
 
Angel’s Madonna is seen as desecration instead of inclusion and the settlers, rather than feeling 
like they have a point of commonality, are immediately offended by what they think is 
disrespect. However, the novel suggests that although the uptown people claim to be Christian 
and have the superficial veneer of Christianity but, “They don’t even remember their own 
religion” (48). Because they don’t really believe Christian myth, they can’t identify Elias as a 






Developing reciprocal rather than extractive relations  
Wright has said she thinks often about how settlers “might be reconciled with the 
ancestral spirits that belong here” (O’Brien).86 Although the novel does not depict the creation of 
a common mythic community, it does point some potential paths. There are people in Australia 
advocating for Australian culture to indigenize, from the Bawaka Country to the Yandaarra 
collective. Becoming indigenous to place invites settlers to recognize the wisdom of the 
Dreaming. Although the Dreaming myth’s tie to environment is the strongest argument for 
adopting it, this also brings with its troubling associations, as “…devotion to the local can lead to 
exceptionalism and violent expulsion of difference” (DeLoughrey and Handley 34). But 
advocates for indigenizing, as Robin Wall Kimmerer, environmental and forest biologist and 
citizen of the Potawatomi Nation in North America, says “By honoring the knowledge in the 
land, and caring for its keepers, we start to become indigenous to place” (Kimmerer 210). Like 
non-native plant species, settlers can either fit within the indigenous communities, or perpetuate 
colonial violences: 
Our immigrant plant teachers offer a lot of different models for how not to make 
themselves welcome… Garlic mustard poisons the soil so that native species will die. 
Tamarisk uses up all the water…loosestrife, kudzu and cheat grass have the colonizing 
habit of taking over others’ homes and growing without regard to limits. But Plantain is 
not like that. Its strategy was to be useful, to fit into small places, to coexist with 




86 “She has said that she wants her readers to ‘believe in the energy of the Gulf Country . . . to stay with a 
story as a welcomed stranger, as if the land was telling a story about itself as much as the narrator is 
telling stories to the land’” as quoted in Alison Ravenscroft’s “Strange Weather: Indigenous Materialisms, 
New Materialism, and Colonialism.” Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, vol. 5, no. 3, 
2018, pp. 353–70. 
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Kimmerer points out the difference not only between invasive species and indigenous plants 
which could imply notions of biological and static identity but also, between native and 
naturalized plants. Through this metaphor Kimmerer undermines an essential or biological 
identity and suggests that through actions which are respectful of place, beings can naturalize 
and fit into the place they inhabit. Becoming indigenous to place is not just the healing of the 
land but a healing of relations. Kimmerer says,  
What we contemplate here is more than ecological restoration; it is the restoration of 
relationship between plants and people. Scientists have made a dent in understanding 
how to put ecosystems back together, but our experiments focus on soil pH and 
hydrology—matter, to the exclusion of spirit. (263) 
 
Adoption of indigenous ways of knowing and being cannot erase the past, like the Abrahamic 
flood. Instead, it is a profound acknowledgment of the histories of disrespectful and damaging 
relations and an active work not to continues to reproduce those histories but act otherwise—to 
act with consideration of place and people. 
But the novel also realizes this is challenging in sites of settler colonialism in particular. 
Inflecting indigenous cultures into the dominant settler culture can result in the undoing of hard-
fought battles for land by native peoples and the further marginalization of native people and 
culture. As Kimmerer warns, “…an invitation to settler society to become indigenous to place 
feels like a free ticket to a housebreaking party. It could be read as an open invitation to take 
what little is left” (Kimmerer 212). Especially given the fraught history of attempts at 
reconciliation in Australia87, which has resulted in commonplace use of terms like ‘meaningful 
coexistence’ while still perpetuating the colonial domination of indigenous peoples through, for 
 
87 The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation was initiated by Australian congress in 1991 and was 
concluded at the Corroboree ceremony at the Sydney Opera House in 2000. 
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example, the emergency of Aboriginal child welfare88, the invitation to indigenize is a complex 
one.  
In Carpentaria, Alexis Wright indicates that indigenous myths are unintelligible and 
unimaginable to those steeped in the Enlightenment legacy. Carpentaria is the second in what 
critics consider a loose trilogy of novels which ends with Swan Book (2013), a novel that takes 
place at the end of the twenty-first century when climate collapse has largely already occurred 
and Aboriginal peoples are even more severely marginalized than in the contemporary moment. 
Because Carpentaria is followed by Swan Book’s bleak future it is possible that while Wright 
wants to make the Dreaming intelligible and thereby encourage Australian indigenizing, she also 
believes its largely impossible. Wright leaves readers asking: How does a myth come to be seen 
as intelligible and imaginable? How can traditional and indigenous myths present themselves are 
more than mere anachronistic representations, which is used to dismiss them? How can mythic 
hybridization occur? In our next chapter—in Nigeria—possible methods for such mythic cultural 







88 See Joanne Faulkner, “‘Suffer Little Children’: The Representation of Aboriginal Disadvantage through 
Images of Suffering Children, and the Wages of Spectacular Humanitarianism.” Theory & Event, vol. 22, 
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It is easy to forget how mysterious and mighty stories are. They do their work in silence, 
invisibility. They work with the internal materials of the mind and self. They become part of you 
while changing you. Beware the stories you read and tell: subtly, at night, beneath the waters of 
consciousness, they are altering your world—Birds of Heaven 
  
 
Nnedi Okorafor undertakes the challenge of imagining a hybrid myth that includes 
diverse lineages. Her novel Lagoon (2014) depicts a motley crew of indigenous, diverse 
traditional deities and extraterrestrials that come together to create ecological social change in 
Nigeria. This hybrid myth emphasizes commonality, rather than difference, which she locates in 
the common sanctity of water in the Igbo, Yorùbá, pan-African, Abrahamic myths and scientific 
meaning she draws from. This has the effect of revealing “interests in common that are not the 
same interests” and creating “uncommons” against the extractivism and petro-capitalism which 
Nigeria currently relies on (Cadena and Blaser 4). By emphasizing the common sanctity of 
water, Okorafor’s new hybrid myth minimizes historic and contemporary social divisions 
between the Nigerian characters, without erasing their diversity. This is what Mario Blaser and 
Marisol de la Cadena have termed a pluriverse: “heterogenous worldings coming together as a 
political ecology of practices” (4).  
The novel begins with an alien ship landing in the ocean off the coast of Lagos, Nigeria. The 
novel is told through a dizzying array of perspectives which detail individual responses to the 
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alien landing and the awakening of dormant gods. Ijele, the chief of all Masquerades, an Igbo 
trickster god, jumps out of the computers in a cyber-café, terrifying the 419 scammers. The Road 
Monster, an ancient deity so old his original name is forgotten, who is embodied in the Lagos-
Benin expressway, rises from the ground like a snake and begins to devour people stuck in a 
traffic jam. The aliens also awaken deities that dwell within the human characters. Adaora, a 
marine biologist, is shown to be a figure of Mami Wata, a pan-African deity. Agu, a soldier, is a 
figure of Ogun,89 a powerful, Yorùbá warrior god who defends his people and fights against 
injustice, and Anthony, a Ghanaian rapper is a figure of the Yorùbá god, Shango. God of thunder 
and rhythm, and like all of Yorùbá gods (orishas), Shango is both a deified ancestor and natural 
force as well as humanly created rhythm. Adaora, Anthony and Agu all knew about these aspects 
of their being prior to the alien landing but, they are reluctant to admit them—hiding them even 
from themselves. However, when they join together and in the presence of Ayodele, the main 
alien character, they recognize the knowledges colonialism subjugated as valuable and welcome 
them in themselves. These three protagonists’ names, all beginning with ‘A,’ mark them as 
Adamic figures, however this is not the singular, male founder of one new myth but a bricolage 
created from a variety of different mythic lineages, and collectively.  
 
89 Although Agu has always been strong, in the wake of the alien’s landing he develops “superhuman 
strength” and he attributes the development of this strength to “the Ancestors or the soil or whatever” 
(264) which connects the aliens, the land, history and the change Ogun embodies. Also spelled Oggun, 
Ogou or Ogum. Ogun is the favorite figure of Nigerian playwright and philosopher, Wole Soyinka, who 
sees Ogun’s creativity as the means to personal, inner transformation as well as collective, social 
transformation. Okorafor uses Soyinka’s reading of this Yorùbá god as a way to emphasize that change is 
at home in Africa because, like Ogun, change is understood as strength. For an extended discussion of 
Ogun’s role in social transformation according to Soyinka see Chukwuma Okoye, “Ogun’s Hand: Social 
Order in Soyinka’s From Zia With Love” in Ogun’s Children: The Literature and Politics of Wole 
Soyinka since the Nobel. Edited by Onookome Okome, Africa World Press, 2003, pages 137-149.  
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 At the end of the novel, the aliens effect an inner transformation on all Nigerians that makes 
them alien within. Although some argue this ending is a deus ex machina,90 I argue it is the 
representation of an epistemic transformation. Okorafor is able to imagine such a complete social 
transformation, in part, because of the genre she uses: Afrofuturism. Afrofuturism asserts that 
colonialism, imperialism and slavery were not only economic systems but also cultural. 
Afrofuturism is invested in decolonizing by changing the cultural that enabled colonialism, 
imperialism and slavery. Change is at the center of Afrofuturist narratives which emphasize 
human mutability91 and diversity, frequently represented through embracing of the alien as 
beautiful, new and yet tied to long-established, African traditions. At the end of the novel, the 
alien transformation completes the decolonial process when Nigerian society collectively agrees 
to stop oil-drilling, marking an abandonment of colonially inherited epistemology and its 
domination of nature and the ushering in of a new mythic era.  
 
African Future 
Okorafor is able to represent such radical social change because she builds on a genre that 
has long been invested in this work: Afrofuturism. A diverse artistic movement, and already 
longstanding by the time it was formally acknowledged as such, it was first labeled 
“Afrofuturism” by Mark Dery in 1993 (Nelson). Okorafor prefers the term Africanfuturism 
 
90 Hugh O’Connell argues the transformation is similar to an IMF or World Bank scheme because it is 
imposed by the alien outsiders, through the President, on the people who are voiceless and de facto forced 
to comply. See his article, “‘We Are Change’: The Novum as Event in Nnedi Okorafor’s Lagoon.” 
Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, vol. 3, no. 3, Sept. 2016, pp. 291–312. Cambridge 
Core, doi:10.1017/pli.2016.24. I argue against this reading in this chapter. 
 
91 Mutability is the assertion that humans can be other than the Enlightenment labels them. It is not a 
claim of fungibility—that is, of the interchangeableness of humans that slavery promotes.  
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however, her narrative style is clearly indebted to Afrofuturism. She distinguishes Africanfuturist 
narratives as: concerned with the future, skew optimistic, are rooted in Africa and what can be—
not what could have been (“Africanfuturism Defined”). These understandings map onto 
Afrofuturism as well as and Okorafor’s distinction may be based on her disassociation with some 
of Afrofuturism’s traditionally American, as opposed to African, focus.92 Okorafor’s narrative 
borrows heavily from this genre that has many decolonialist narrative strategies. 
A classic example of Afrofuturist art is embodied by the African-American musician Sun 
Ra’s film Space is the Place (1974), with which Lagoon shares many features. In the film, Sun 
Ra93 wears the blue striped Nemes headdress, popularly known from the death mask of Tut-
Ankh-Amen94, which marked the conclusion of earthly life and the beginning of life hereafter in 
the traditional religion of ancient Egypt. Sun Ra wears this headpiece to gesture to the alternative 
mythic legacies that African American people are heir to. The recognizable headdress is a 
reminder of these alternatives and a suggestion that alternatives like these can be pursued in the 
decolonial project.  
Sun Ra also has a spaceship and claims to be from Saturn. His spaceship, however, is not 
an assertion of technology as salvific. His spaceship marks his narrative as not simply an 
anachronistic attempt to relive the past—which is how some would read the Nemes headdress. 
 
92 Okorafor addressed these distinctions also in her keynote address, The Many Faces of Fiction at the 
Association for the Study of Literature and the Environment Conference, University of California, Davis, 
2019. 
 
93 This moniker is a reference to the Egyptian god Amen-Ra, who was represented with a large sun-like 
disk above his head and is considered the primary god of the Egyptian pantheon. See Kathryn A. Bard, An 
Introduction to the Archaeology of Ancient Egypt. John Wiley & Sons, 2015, pgs. 182 & 228. 
 
94 More popularly known as Tutankhamen. 
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Sun Ra’s mission is to convince black people for the need to embrace an alternative 
understanding of human being, one which draws from the past but orients towards the future. 
Therefore, he combines the future oriented aliens and spaceships with the Egyptian legacy in 
order to avoid being read as anachronistic. This strategy is one that Afrofuturism regularly 
employs and it is effective because it prevents a reading of other myths as unavoidably past by 
depicting them alongside technologies which people read as future. 
Throughout the film Sun Ra walks around Oakland, California and talks to various people 
some who are hanging out at a pool hall while others are sitting on stoops. In these brief 
meetings Sun Ra delivers poetic appeals for black people to redefine themselves and articulates a 
key tenet of Afrofuturism as he does so, namely, that it is peoples’ ways of seeing ourselves and 
our world—ways of knowing and ways of being—that needs to change. He says, “If the planet 
takes hold of an alter-destiny then there’s hope for everyone. If the destiny does not alter then the 
death sentence remains upon this planet. Everyone must die.”95 If the ways of knowing and being 
that supported enslavement and alienate black people are allowed to continue then, Sun Ra says, 
all life will be non-life. However, if people embrace other ways of being and knowing then there 
is “hope for everyone.” Sun Ra hates seeing what is called “reality” as the only way of know and 
understand our world and each other. When he says, “I hate your reality. I hate your positive 
resolute reality” he is contesting the colonial legacy as the only possible way. Instead, he urges 
people to contribute to the “presence of a living myth.” That is, people have the power to 
 
95 Sun-Ra uses “alter” throughout the film as a shorthand for “alternative.” Above all he wants people to 
understand that although white supremacy claims the racial hierarchy is the “natural” order of things, and 
therefore there is no alternative, there are alternative understandings and definitions of the human. White 
supremacy is not the only system of defining human being. 
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construct orders of knowledge and ways of defining human being that are different from those 
that colonialism, enslavement and imperialism imposed on people. 
The people he encounters mostly think he’s crazy—and tell him so. After all, he is dressed 
like a Pharaoh, claiming to be an alien from Saturn, and talking about alter-destiny. Therefore, in 
the film, Sun Ra’s mythic transformation is not successful. Sun Ra indicates, in his farewell 
address to the people of the earth, why this is so. He says, “You just want to speak of realities. 
No myths. Well, I am the myth talking to you. So, it’s farewell.” Sun Ra points out that in order 
to see change as possible, it is necessary to see the Enlightenment myth not as “reality”—that is, 
a mere reflection of nature or a fact of life—but, as a myth. By viewing this myth as only one 
possible option, it becomes possible to look for and value alternative ways of defining humans. 
Myths articulate local understandings in ways that remind people of the diversity that exists in 
human societies and therefore the many possible ways that exist to define human being. 
Afrofuturist work seeks to remind people that the legacy we are living under, the way of 
understanding promulgated by one European system of meaning, is not the only one and this 
legacy does not have to be our future.  
Sun Ra takes on the mantle of the alien to de-link (as Walter Mignolo terms it) from colonial 
and enslaved histories. He embraces a different view of being human. Become the alien, he says. 
It will set you free. At the end of Lagoon all Okorafor’s human characters become alien within. 
This becoming alien de-links people from the colonially inherited meaning as they see each other 
and their world differently. It also results in the collective agreement to abandon petro-
capitalism, which delinks the economy from colonial legacies and facilitates environmental  
Scholarship is beginning to see this narrative strategy in much earlier African works as well. 
Marc Mvé Bekale has recently argued that the West Central African myth of Mvet was used from 
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the beginnings of the African slave trade in Gabon, Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea as “a 
humanist discourse whereby the Fang-Beti-Bulu people asserted their agency against the 
commodification of the black body.” Bekale demonstrates that local myths, like Mvet, have been 
used in order to displace colonizing and imperializing narratives that seek to render some people 
as non-human, alienating them from their communities. This strategy can also be understood to 
directly counter attempts to erase alternative ways of knowing by slavers and colonizers. In 
Badagry, Nigeria, a former slaver-trading point, is the Point of No Return which was the last 
place in Africa all enslaved peoples were meant to see. In between the Point and the mainland is 
a small body of water, called the ‘spirit attenuation’ well which Yorùbá slavers had charmed by 
local priests so that all the enslaved, who took their last drink before the Middle Passage lost 
their memory, erasing their tie to place, community connections and myths. This erasure of myth 
was needed in order to enslave people (“Badagry Slave Route: Slaves passed these 5 notable 
stops on their journey of no return”).96 Afrofuturism undoes this erasure through the 
remembering and revaluation of African myths.  
 
Times of Despair 
The novel opens just off the coast of Lagos, where readers are cast into an ocean full of crude 
oil spillage, microplastics and acidification. Nigeria is one of the largest oil economies in the 
world and experiences vast environmental destruction as a result. Oil was discovered in Nigeria 
just one year before independence and therefore, European based private companies own most 
 
96 This connection between the spirit attenuation well and Afro-pessimism is also made by Annie 
Olaloku-Teriba, in “Afro-Pessimism and the (Un)Logic of Anti-Blackness.” Historical Materialism, vol. 
26, no. 2, http://www.historicalmaterialism.org/articles/afro-pessimism-and-unlogic-anti-blackness. 
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oil in Nigeria. The Nigerian government has extremely limited ability to regulate these 
companies, which results in environmental pollution (Nweze and Edame). Recently, oil 
companies have recently expanded deep water drilling and are therefore outside even the limited 
jurisdiction and financial share of the Nigerian government. Due to deep water drilling, the 
amount of oil extracted from Nigeria has expanded by almost one hundred times (McLennan and 
Williams) and increased the dispersion of oil along the coast as spills are carried by ocean 
current.97 Lagos is a low-lying coastal city and encounters oil pollution and other kinds of 
oceanic pollution including plastic, trash and nitrates (Fashae and David).  
Told from the perspective of a swordfish who is angry about pollution in the ocean, the 
narrative begins with the swordfish swimming through this oily, trashy mess on a mission: to 
puncture a rubber hose that carries crude oil from the rig to shore. While this act of sabotage will 
leak crude oil into the ocean, it also causes the oil company to lose profits, slows the rate of 
extraction, and causes problems for the government since opposition to drilling swells when 
spills happen. The swordfish has taken on the role of the environmental activist but this act of 
sabotage is also self-defeating because her act of destruction destroys her ecosystem.  The 
 
97There have been many local movements against oil drilling, the most famous of which was in the early 
1990s. The Ogoni, led by Ken Saro-Wiwa and the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People, began 
organized, non-violent protests against the Shell Oil Company. Shell grew increasingly concerned with 
the heightened international prominence of the Ogoni movement and hired private security forces that 
they knew to be engaging in human rights violations against the local communities.  The military 
government violently repressed other demonstrations, arrested nine Ogoni activists, and falsely accused 
them of murder, bribing witnesses to give fake testimony.  The nine, including Ken Saro-Wiwa, were 
hanged on November 10, 1995. In 2006, the Nigerian government invited the United Nations 
Environment Program to assess the environment and public health impacts of oil contamination in 
Ogoniland and the Niger delta. They concluded that restoring Ogoniland may take 25-30 years if 
concerted efforts begin immediately (“Cleaning up Nigerian Oil Pollution Could Take 30 Years, Cost 
Billions”). As Cajetan Iheka notes in, Naturalizing Africa. Cambridge University Press, 2017, the Niger 
delta has had regular oil spills, gas flaring and general environmental degradation since oil was first 




swordfish is undertaking an action that is a common tactic people take against oil companies in 
Nigeria.98 Cajetan Iheka, in his work, Naturalizing Africa (2018) explains how oil bunkering, 
which involves “scooping crude oil from vandalized or corroded pipelines, and bombing oil 
installations” (4) is used to minimize oil companies’ profits but these acts also produce more 
environmental destruction.  
In the novel, the swordfish spears a part of the oil extraction apparatus and crude oil leaks 
directly into the ocean: 
She feels the giant dead snake deflating. It blows its black blood… Gently but quickly, she 
pulls her spear out. The black blood spews in her face from the hole she’s made. She turns 
away from the bittersweet-tasting poison. Now they will leave soon.  
 
Her act of sabotage is a self-sacrificing act of desperation. She can’t breathe due to the thick, 
sludge coming out of the line and as she rises to the surface, she sees many, smaller creatures 
dying. The swordfish says she has done this before, and the oil company left for “many moons.” 
However, they came back. The swordfish has reasons for her action, but they are born out of 
despair. It demands self-sacrifice and results in increased environmental devastation. Okorafor’s 
opening vignette captures the double-bind people throughout the world experience—that, 
attempting to fight against a myth through violence will demand self-sacrifice and have limited 
efficacy—as in Cloud Atlas and Carpentaria. Okorafor immediately takes her stance in the 
Prologue—rejecting the idea of heroic self-sacrifice. In this way, Lagoon creates a compelling 
reason for readers to invest in a new myth. 
 
98 Iheka again explains that, “…to justify environmental destruction in the guise of subverting capitalist 
endeavors is to continue to operate within the human-centered script…” (4) that also justifies the oil 
extraction in the first place. While Iheka sees these activities as an attempt to minimize the profit oil 
companies are making, with the idea that doing so will stop of the drilling, he sees such acts as 
counterproductive because of the environmental destruction they produce. 
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It is at this moment, with crude oil suffocating the swordfish, that Okorafor introduces a 
radically metaphysical other, in the figure of benevolent extraterrestrials. A giant wave, created 
by the alien ship, pushes the swordfish to the surface. As the swordfish dives back down, first 
through the oil, she begins to reach water that is cleaner than she has ever known. “Clean, sweet, 
sweet, sweet! Her senses are flooded with sweetness, the sweetest water she’s ever breathed. She 
swims forward, tasting the water more as it moves through her gills.” The aliens have cleansed 
the water of the effects of oil drilling, garbage dumping, acidification and microplastics instantly. 
The swordfish sees a great light coming from below and swims towards it. It is the alien ship.  
As the swordfish comes closer to the ship, she notices that the aliens smell sweet, and 
have “gentle movements [that] are soothing and non-threatening.” Then, the aliens communicate 
with the swordfish, “…asking question after question…” While, at first, the swordfish is 
hesitant, “It doesn’t take long for her apprehension to shift to delight. What good questions it 
asks.” The aliens ask questions so that they can give the swordfish--and later in the novel, 
people--what they most desire. The aliens turn the swordfish, at the end of the Prologue, into a 
giant sea creature. Its features are exaggerated, and its strength increased. This transformation is 
what the swordfish most wants—apart from clean ocean water which the aliens created instantly 
upon landing. The aliens show concern not only for the environment but also care for each being 
in the narrative. These aliens are figures of the future Okorafor wants to usher in: one which is 
utterly different than the colonially inherited model. Lagoon’s aliens are deities of the future that 
represent the radically metaphysical other (Kripal 213). The landing of these gods of the future 
signals the narratives initiation of a new myth. 
This Prologue ends with the ocean vibrantly alive with what humanity can’t understand 
or control: 
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… the ocean water just outside Lagos, Nigeria, is now so clean that a cup of its salty-
sweet goodness will heal the worst human illnesses and cause a hundred more illnesses 
not yet known to humankind. It is more alive than it has been in centuries, and it is 
teeming with aliens and monsters. (Lagoon 5) 
 
The Prologue is a model for the rest of the novel, which begins in the ruins of the present and 
ends with a new world, which the aliens manifest by giving humans what they most deeply want: 
a new way to see ourselves and our world. The human change is not physical like the swordfish 
but an inner transformation that enables a new myth to emerge. 
 
Bodies of Water 
Like the prologue, the novel focuses its mythic reformation on water. The aliens’ association 
with water is established through their landing in the ocean, their affinity with ocean creatures 
but also, in their forms. Like water, the aliens are less individual entities than one collective body 
that can be separated but still maintain connection. The main alien character, Ayodele, says, “We 
are a collective. Every part of us, every tiny universe within us is conscious. I am we, I am 
me…” (262). This collective quality of water is something the aliens seek to cultivate in Nigerian 
culture which struggles to reconcile over two hundred and fifty languages and many mythic 
traditions in this colonially created nation. The collective nature of water is the model for the 
collective that can encompass the diverse manifestations of human being in Nigeria. Okorafor 
notices that all the orders of knowledge she draws from: Abrahamic religions, science, pan-
African and indigenous and traditional African, all see water as the foundation of life and 
therefore as sacred. This common basis enables the bricolage of all these different myths and 
creates a meaning that is not antithetical to established knowledge but prevents people from 
reading mythic change as a return to the past and instead, present it as a different future. The new 
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myth merely enliven what is already present: like rain for plant life.  
In Lagoon, the first contact between the aliens and Nigerians establishes the aliens as 
initiators of mythic change who are also connected with traditional and indigenous myths. When 
the aliens first land, Ayodele is the first to emerge from the ocean. The first witness, a young boy 
who is standing on the beach, watches Ayodele emerge but can’t describe what he sees except to 
say “smoke.” Then, he thinks he sees the pan-African goddess Mami Wata, who runs and dives 
back into the ocean. The second witness, a prostituted named Fisayo, also thinks “smoke” but 
then, “shape-shifter.” These two witnesses’ first impressions identify the aliens as associated 
with water.99 Mami Wata is a traditional Nigerian goddess whose name means ‘mother water.’ 
These associations mark the aliens as allied with the common sanctity of water in the diverse 
traditional and indigenous myths she draws from. This element become the foundation of the 
new and hybrid myth that emphasizes those aspects of water that Okorafor wants humans to 
adopt: mutability, collectivity and ecological wellbeing. 
Whether water is a solid, liquid or gas, it maintains its fundamental composition. The aliens 
evoke this constancy with mutability in their identity as shape-shifters: they have no stagnant 
physical body associated with the social body. Ayodele, says “My people know me” (Lagoon 38) 
and implies that she does not need identifications of name or form in order to be known by the 
other aliens. Instead, the aliens can change the way they present to others, but they are always 
themselves, like water fits into any shape it is poured. This mutability is repeatedly emphasized 
as the aliens’ greatest asset and isn’t an idea of fungibility but rather dynamism. While 
indigenous and traditional knowledges are sometimes (wrongly) assumed to be static, the aliens’ 
 
99 Smoke is mostly water vapor. As an object is heated the liquid water transforms into gas. 
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mutability signals the ushering in of new ideas, different ways of being as a good thing.  
Water features prominently in all Abrahamic religions and is used ritualistically to wash 
away impurities; what is called ablution. In Christianity water is used in baptism to wash away 
original sin. There are also many sacred waters in Christianity, most famously Lourdes in 
France, where people go to be healed. Wuḍūʾ ( ءوضولا ) is an Islamic purification ritual of 
washing the hands, mouth, nostrils, arms, head and feet with water. In Judaism, a tevilah ( ָהליִבְט ) 
is a full body immersion in a mikveh (water bath) which is used for ritual purification, and netilat 
yadayim (hand washing) is also symbolic of bodily purification. Water is also sacred in many 
other major world religions.100 In Hinduism the Ganges river is a deity and ablutions in the river 
are regular but also at the time of death. Water is also understood as sacred in Buddhism, 
Shintoism and Zoroastrianism.101 
In the novel, this association of water with purity is made through Pentecostal 
Christianity—which is the most heavily represented of the Abrahamic religions in Africa. 
Pentecostalism is based on the power of water as a foundational aspect of life. Taking its name 
from the Biblical event of the Pentecost, where the Holy Spirit filled people and enabled them to 
speak in “many tongues” (Acts 2:1-13), Pentecost is referred to in the Book of 
 
100 See Mircea Eliade’s book, Patterns in Comparative Religion, University of Nebraska Press, 1996, 
especially chapter V: “Water and Water Symbolism.” 
 
101 Water is also heavily represented in the Aboriginal Dreaming where, ‘water’ is used as a verb in order 
to indicate that a person who is a stranger to the Dreaming has been recognized by that Dreaming: 
“Jimmy Manngayarri said that it is the Dreamings in country who actually smell and identify people’s 
sweat: “Dream can smell other people. After you water him, that Dream knows hims” See Alison 
Ravenscroft, “Strange Weather: Indigenous Materialisms, New Materialism, and Colonialism.” 
Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, vol. 5, no. 3, 2018, pp. 366. Water also features 
prominently in Celtic myth. See Celeste Ray’s work, The Origins of Ireland’s Holy Wells. Archaeopress, 
2014. 
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Revelation (21:6 and 22:1) and the Gospel of John (4:10-26), as ‘living water,’1 “Water of Life” 
is a way of describing Pentecost’s Holy Spirit and a common name for Pentecostal churches 
(Magbadelo). The sanctity of water, according to Pentecostalism, is that people can affect their 
own return to purity through the acceptance of the Holy Spirit. This will manifest a literal and 
instantaneous inner transformation which makes the person “Born Again”—that is pure and 
uncorrupted, cleansed of their prior sins and ready to begin leading their life again free from the 
burdens of the past.  
In the novel the Pentecostal church is led by Father Oke, a character whose namesake 
evokes Joseph Ayo Babalola (1904–1959), who was from a town called Oke-Ero in Western 
Nigeria. Babalola is credited with establishing Pentecostalism as a major religious movement in 
Nigeria, and an instrumental figure in the Christ Apostolic Church—still the largest Pentecostal 
church in Nigeria.102 Father Oke articulates the Pentecostal understanding of purity when he 
speaks about converting the aliens. He says, “I have been chosen to bring this creature and all of 
her kind into the light!” (40). When he tells his parishioners they initially panic: 
They announced that the ocean would soon swallow them all up for the sins of these 
marine witches and warlocks, nonbelievers in Christ who’d taken over the country. Some 
blamed the Muslims of the north. Others blamed the Americans. Al-Qaeda. Sickness. The 
British. Bad luck. Devils. Poverty. Women. Fate. 419. Biafra. The bad roads. The 
military. Corruption. (55-56) 
 
Father Oke calms their fear by asserting the aliens are just like all the other non-believers. He 
says, “These are people who need to be saved! We will welcome them, enfold them into our 
 
102 See Adedamola Osinulu’s article, “A Transnational History of Pentecostalism in West Africa” in 
History Compass, vol. 15, no. 6, June 2017: “It is important to note that between the formation of the 
Precious Diamond Society in 1918 and its incorporation as the Christ Apostolic Church in 1941, there 
was a series of revivals led by Joseph Ayo Babalola from 1930–31 in Ilesha that not only catalyzed the 
spread of the what became known as the Aladura movement—the movement of praying people—but also 
served as a template for the modern Pentecostal movement in West Africa” (5).  
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flock. Wash them in the Blood of Christ! Make them immaculate” (emphasis mine 57). This 
calms the parishioners since it transforms the aliens from something completely unknown to 
something known. The aliens need to be purified—made Pentecostal. Father Oke’s assertion that 
the aliens need to be made “immaculate” is an assertion that they are unclean to begin with, 
impure and therefore need to be purified. The way to be purified is to cleanse them of their sin by 
incorporating them into the church.  
Father Oke is the least likeable character in the novel. Readers are told he lives in a house 
that has an electric gate and guard man, fancy new cars and servants. He garners this money by 
convincing many desperate and poor people to donate more than they can afford, “leaving [them] 
with barely enough to buy gari and bags of ‘pure water’” (43) in exchange for promises of not 
only eternal salvation but success in this life—if they are “cleansed in the blood of Christ” (56). 
The “pure water” of faith can be purchased according to Pentecostalist doctrine through the 
giving of “tithes.” This, along with several other Pentecostalist beliefs, Okorafor contests 
throughout the narrative.103 While, Okorafor condemns Pentecostalism for preying on people, 
she does not condemn the followers saying, they are “simply looking for God” (“Insight into the 
Lagoon”). 
 Okorafor is interested in detaching the holiness of water from notions of purity because 
purity condones exclusion and enforces patriarchy by asserting women, in particular, are 
unclean. Instead, her narrative is invested in shifting the sanctity of water to one which is more 
about water as the origin of life. We can see this in her focus on the ocean and saltwater as 
 
103 Okorafor critiques Pentecostal (and Nigerian society more broadly) homophobia through the depiction 
of an LGBT rights group, called Black Nexus, the Pentecostal belief in End Times which denies the 
human cause of climate change in her character Fisayo’s story as well as other issues she attributes to 
Pentecostalism through the novel. 
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opposed to fresh or “pure” water. In scientific explanations of the origin of life, saltwater is key. 
It is the primordial material from which life spontaneously sprung. Water also makes up most of 
human bodies and although we need to drink fresh water, once it becomes a part of our bodies it 
becomes saltwater which we shed through our sweat and tears.104 Saltwater also heals skin 
wounds. Okorafor emphasizes the foundational role ocean life has for the continuance of human 
life on earth by focusing her narrative around the ocean: action takes place in and around the 
ocean. The ocean’s role in maintaining atmospheric equilibrium—by absorbing carbon and 
regulating weather patterns and rainfall—also marks the ocean as a site for climate concerns as 
well as biodiversity. Okorafor is linking human wellbeing and ecological wellbeing through this 
commonality.  
At the end of the novel, readers are told that the story of the aliens has been narrated by 
Udide Okwanka, the Igbo storytelling spider god who tells readers,  
But the story goes deeper.  
It is in the dirt, the mud, the earth, in the fond memory of the soily cosmos.  
It is in the always-mingling past, present, and future.  
It is in the water.  
It is in the powerful spirits and ancestors who dwelled in Lagos.  
It is in the heads and hearts of the people of Lagos. (187) 
 
This final statement by the storytelling god asserts the cotemporaneous “always mingling past, 
present and future” is “in the water.”  This statement has the literal meaning that all the water 
there is on earth has existed since the beginnings of life. Our ancestors drank the same water we 
do. The water on earth is all there will ever be. No new water can be created. This recognition of 
the role water plays in connecting our past to our present and our future extends the community 
and collectivity of this new/old myth into the future and the past. It is water which is the 
 
104 Okofor’s epigraph for the novel is: “The cure for anything is salt water— sweat, tears, or the sea. —
ISAK DINESEN (pseudonym of Danish writer Baroness Karen Blixen).” 
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commonality between the myths Okorafor blends and reconciles in her mythic bricolage. 
Okorafor’s basis of the new myth on this commonality represents an awareness of a conceptual 




Water as the foundation of this new myth can be seen most directly through Okorafor’s 
character, Adaora. Although Lagoon’s narratorial perspective switches with nearly every chapter 
as the experience of the alien landing is narrated in short bursts from the perspective of college 
students, a man stuck in traffic on the highway, a bat, Udide Okwanka and many others, Adaora 
is the most consistent narrative perspective. She is a marine biologist who discovers that she is 
also a figure of the traditional Pan-African goddess Mami Wata. She is married to a Pentecostal 
Christian and because of her interaction with Christianity and the aliens, her role as a scientist 
and her identity as a figure of Mami Wata, Adaora’s narrative illustrates most clearly the 
common theme of water as the basis for life in these disparate myths. Adaora’s relationships with 
all these myths and water illustrate how Okorafor accomplishes this mythic bricolage.  
When the alien ship lands in the ocean it is at midnight, a liminal time in Yorùbá thought, 
and creates a giant wave, which rises over Bar Beach, where the three, main human characters, 
Adaora, Anthony and Agu, are sitting and drags them into the ocean. As Adaora is sucked deeper 
and deeper into the ocean by the aliens, she thinks: 
Aman iman… The phrase meant “water is life” in the Tuareg language of Tamashek. 
She’d once worked with a Tuareg man on a diving expedition. “Aman Iman,” had been 
his answer when Adaora asked how a man of the Sahara Desert had become an expert 
scuba diver. Despite the pain in her lungs now and the swallowing darkness, she smiled. 
Aman Iman. (6) 
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As she is going to meet the aliens, Adaora’s turn to the phrase “water is life” could be a 
shorthand expression for the scientific understanding that water is the basis of all life but it is 
also a common name for Pentecostalist churches and is a foundational concept of followers of 
Mami Wata. Adaora’s wording, in this moment of being sucked into the ocean, on her way to 
meet the alien elders, illustrates the commonality of many orders of knowledge. This moment is 
also the first time Adaora is revealed as a figure of Mami Wata: 
…she’d been floating and breathing beneath the water in whatever contraption they’d 
built down there on the reeflike structure. How one of them had touched her arm, and she 
watched as it became coated with lovely iridescent fish scales and her fingers webbed 
together. (18) 
 
Adaora’s transformation isn’t described beyond this brief description and when she returns to the 
beach, her body is fully human again. However, this glimpse at the beginning of the novel, 
introduces readers to Adaora’s role as a Mami-Wata.  
Mami Wata is a pan-African deity that is mapped onto older and more indigenous water 
deities, specific to local bodies of fresh water who take half human/half animal form in the oldest 
representations, dating from twenty-eight thousand years ago (Drewal et al. 28). Her current 
manifestation is a mermaid deity of the ocean, but her character is a blend of indigenous 
freshwater spirits, European mermaids, even Christian and Muslim saints (Drewal, “Mami 
Wata”).105 Her creation was a result of Portuguese colonization, which mapped European ideas 
of mermaids onto indigenous water spirits. Her followers were dispersed through the slave trade 
throughout the Caribbean and Americas and in Catholic parts of the Caribbean and South 
 
105 For a short list of some of the hundreds of different indigenous goddesses see Henry John Drewal, 
Mami Wata: Arts for Water Spirits in Africa and Its Diaspora. Fowler Museum at UCLA, Los Angeles, 
2008 especially pages 28-33. Mami Wata is also equated with the Yorùbá river goddess Yemoja.  
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America, Mami Wata has been absorbed into the Catholic saints’ pantheon.106 Mami Wata’s 
ability to encompass both ancient indigenous water spirits, Catholic saints and mermaids as well 
as her appeal to everyone from Portuguese colonists to contemporary Caribbean peoples is a 
demonstration of the power this figure has—to adapt and absorb, to change while maintaining 
the identity of a water deity. Mami Wata has a fluid identity—one that is amenable to change.107 
Shrines to Mami Wata frequently feature “foreign” objects such as Hindu deities, statues of 
Christian saints and knick-knacks included for their strangeness. People who worship Mami 
Wata also take on the honorific “Mama” or “Mami” and embody the goddess through their 
worship, coming to personify her. Okorafor is interested in Mami Wata because her 
manifestation at the intersections of diverse cultures makes Mami Wata hybrid and adaptable—
irreducible to notions of purity. But also, because Mami Wata is a goddess of the sea. She is a 
deity of saltwater and therefore is the perfect figure to initiate the transformation of the sanctity 
of water from one of purity to one of foundational to life.  
Adaora, who is a marine biologist, is a figure of this traditional deity preventing a reading 
of Mami Wata as a figure of the past—or a magical and anachronistic manifestation that isn’t 
meant to be taken seriously. Adaora’s connection to the ocean and ocean life is revealed as more 
than scientific but not inconsistent with science. This hybridity within the character of Adaora 
 
106 In Catholic parts of the African Atlantic Mami Wata has become incorporated into Catholicism 
through sainthood. She is known as Santa Marta Dominadora. See, Henry John Drewal’s “Mami Wata 
and Santa Marta: Imag(in)ing Selves and Others in African and the Americas” in Images and Empires: 
Visuality in Colonial and Postcolonial Africa. Ed. By Paul Landau and Deborah Kaspin, University of 
California Press, 2002. Pages 189-208. Catholicism regularly incorporates indigenous gods and goddesses 
as saints. 
 
107 “The amorphous and slippery nature of Mami Wata, like the water she is joined to, is represented in 
current day shrines to Mami Wata” (Drewal, “Mami Wata and Santa Marta: Imag(in)Ing Selves and 
Others in African and the Americas,” 197). 
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functions to blend many ways of being that would otherwise seem antithetical. After her 
encounter with the aliens in the ocean, Adaora awakens back on the beach. It is here where she, 
Anthony and Agu meet the main alien character, whom Adaora names Ayodele, which means 
“joy has come home” in Yorùbá. After a brief discussion of what to do, Adaora convinces Agu 
and Anthony to take Ayodele to her house. There, she has a home laboratory and it’s clear that 
Adaora is interested in studying Ayodele scientifically. At the house, Adaora takes a skin sample 
and looks at Ayodele’s cells under a microscope. She sees Ayodele’s cells look like little, metal 
balls and this explains to Adaora how Ayodele can shape shift (19). Adaora explains it as a 
rearrangement of chemical compounds: “Ayodele had taken the elements of oxygen, carbon, 
hydrogen, nitrogen, calcium, phosphorus, potassium, sulfur, sodium, chlorine, and magnesium 
… and rearranged them…” (132). This explanation offers Adaora comfort and throughout the 
narrative, Adaora is one of the people most comfortable with the aliens. She is curious and 
depicted as motivated by a drive to understand. Her scientific ability to empirically observe and 
classify prevents her from panicking like many other human characters do when they learn about 
the aliens.  
But, as the narrative progresses, Adaora finds scientific explanations increasingly less 
than complete, especially in regards to her own transformation into Mami Wata. At the end of 
the novel, Adaora, Anthony, Agu and Ayodele are on a small motorboat, travelling out to the 
alien ship so that the Nigerian President, who is with them, can talk to the alien elders. As the 
boat moves through the water, the swordfish from the prologue, who is now a giant sea monster, 
rams into the boat and knocks Adaora into the water. In the water, her legs transform into a tail 
and she grows gills on the sides of her neck. Her fingers web and she finds that she can swim fast 
enough to keep up with a dolphin. She is just as scared as she is elated but, when she returns to 
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the boat, readers learn that Adaora was actually born as Mami Wata: 
“I was born with webbed feet and hands,” she blurted. “And my legs were joined together 
by flesh.”  
“That’s . . . that’s disgusting,” Anthony said. But he smiled as he said it. Agu was 
laughing.  
“My father . . . He said that if it were the old days, they would have thrown me in the 
bush,” Adaora continued… “Anyway, they surgically separated my fingers, toes, and 
legs. Still, from the moment that my mother first took me to the ocean, I could swim. No 
one ever taught me. I was . . . like a fish” (251) 
 
Adaora’s role as Mami Wata was always a there—but Adaora did not want to admit it. Just like 
she believes she dreamed the iridescent scales at the beginning of the novel, she goes her whole 
life telling herself that her birth was merely a defect, which modern medicine corrected. The 
aliens awaken this identity and Adaora finally admits it to people and embraces an understanding 
of life as more than scientific explanations can offer. While this insight makes her respect other 
orders of knowledge which she shunned in the past, she also says that in the “old days” she 
would have been “thrown…in the bush” (251). When Adaora was born, she had her fingers and 
toes surgically separated and although stigmatized by her “birth defect” she was not seen as 
unworthy of life. Adaora’s narrative hybridizes myths in order to take the positive aspects of all 
of them. Science’s empirical explanations do have a role but one that needs to be tempered by 
the traditional knowledges and other spiritualisms which deny life can be completely understood 
through recourse to scientific explanations. 
Embracing her identity as a Mami Wata binds Adaora in new ways to her community and 
to non-human others. Her identity as a figure of Mami Wata is a link to her ancestors and to the 
other Mami Wata figures and followers in the contemporary world, the past and the future. It 
also binds her to the marine life she studies in more visceral ways than her scientific gaze under 
the microscope enables. Adaora’s identity as Mami Wata denies her identity as fully human or 
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fully animal—she is both. Adaora’s understanding of herself becomes indistinct from the world 
around her—she is part of what she had formerly labeled ‘fish.’ Instead of her identity founded 
on this distinction—as a unique “human” that is exceptional, she becomes a hybrid and mutable 
being that defies narrow categorizations such as human as distinct from animal. This undoing of 
classification and hierarchical categories of worth, and recognition of shared, common being 
with, creates kinship and relationality that prevents domination. She enters the world as one of 
many rather than the exceptional master. She lives in the world the way a person lives in a 
family—as a part of a whole. In this way, Adaora’s lived relations now become inclusive. This 
understanding exemplifies the kind of entangled relations between people and nature that 
promotes an understanding of the environment that isn’t reducible to human control and that 
human control of others isn’t beneficial.  
A recent study on wildlife values concluded that people who perceive humans as 
exceptional promote managing wildlife for human purposes and therefore support more active 
interference with ecosystems and animals than is beneficial for biodiversity (Manfredo et al.). 
Alternatively, people who saw non-human others as interacting in relationships of trust with 
humans exhibited belief in the need for humans to respect the rights of non-human others to live 
without human interference (Manfredo et al.). This attitude is also reflected in what Donna 
Haraway calls ‘being with’ which she explains as non-innocent interdependence. By admitting 
people are not fully aware of how deeply we depend on biodiversity and cannot understand, 
predict or control the ways our actions will affect our environments and other living beings, we 
limit the amount we can impose ourselves on it. 
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Adaora’s narrative not only qualifies the belief that humans can adequately control and 
manipulate nature for our own benefit, it also shifts the sanctity of water from purity and fresh 
water to a complex and generative saltwater sanctity. This is accomplished by Adaora realizing, 
that she is a figure of Mami Wata, which challenges her hitherto materialist explanations. This 
validates Adaora’s husband Chris, who is Pentecostal, and enables Adaora to embrace an express 
a sanctity to water that is complex and generative, instead of based on purity.  
Adaora’s husband Chris is Born-Again. On the way home from a business trip his plane 
nearly crashes and Chris attributes this near-death experience to divine intervention, believing 
that it is a warning for him to change his life (15). Chris is driven to Father Oke because the 
preacher acknowledges Chris’ concerns about his life as valid. Like Father Oke’s other 
parishioners, Chris is searching for answers to life. Although Father Oke is depicted as 
manipulating these people for his own self-interest, Adaora thinks Chris’ experience is a result of 
turbulence, mechanical difficulties or human error and denies any personal resonance. But for 
Chris, his near-death experience is personal. For this reason, he finds comfort in Pentecostalism’s 
affirmation of his concern. When the novel opens Chris’ Pentecostal beliefs are generating many 
issues in their marriage.  
 On the night she is pulled into the ocean, Adaora is at the beach at midnight because 
Chris slapped her, accusing her of being a “witch.” When he does this, Adaora becomes so angry 
that a force emanates from her and pins Chris to the floor. He is immediately terrified and starts 
shouting that Adaora is a “marine witch”—the most powerful kind of witch. At first, readers see 
this as a reference to her profession as a marine biologist. Her job as a university professor, 
especially in the natural sciences, is one of both prestige and social alienation because while it’s 
a high paying and respectable job, she’s a woman and therefore her social position undermines 
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her husband’s status as head of the household, threatening him. However, readers soon realize 
that Chris’ slap is indicative of a larger, culture movement against indigenous and traditional 
deities by Christianity in Africa. Although many of these deities are women and therefore this 
attitude is patriarchal, it is also an indication of how Christian fundamentalism is invested in 
sanctity of water as purity, which these indigenous and traditionally African religions 
challenge—especially Mami Wata (“Insight into the Lagoon”). 
After getting slapped, Adaora goes to the beach to be alone. Chris goes to Father Oke’s 
house. When Chris tells Father Oke about how, after he slapped her, Adaora pinned him to the 
floor, Father Oke tells Chris: “‘A marine witch, the worst kind. Look at her knowledge of the 
water. But don’t worry, no shaking, o,’ he said, chuckling. ‘My church is powerful. It is my job 
to handle such things’” (29). In this conversation it becomes clear that Father Oke has been 
telling Chris to slap his wife and playing on Chris’ insecurities about his wife’s professional 
success to assert that Adaora is a witch—that is, corrupted and in need of purification. In 
Pentecostal churches, it is common to slap women who admit to being “witches”—that is, 
followers of an indigenous deity--in order to “get the witch out.” Mami Wata is the most 
threatening for Father Oke because Mami Wata is a goddess of the water and like 
Pentecostalism, she sees water as the foundational element of life from which all other life 
springs and is dependent upon. However, while Pentecostalism enforces notions of purity with 
water, Mami Wata’s followers see water as sacred because it is mutable and powerful, 
tempestuous like the sea and capable, like the ocean, of bringing newness into human lives. 
While Okorafor critiques Pentecostalism throughout the novel, her mythic renegotiation 
makes gestures to include people who find Pentecostalism appealing. Chris and Adaora’s marital 
issues stem from Adaora dismissing Chris’ spirituality. After she begins to experience her 
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transformation into Mami Wata, which she can’t explain and the feelings she has as a result—she 
feels elated, empowered and herself—Adaora beings to realize that she might have been 
overestimating the explanatory power of science and other material explanations. In the middle 
of the novel Chris and Adaora are fighting. In the midst of this argument Adaora says,  
“You’re right,” she whispered.  
“About what?”  
“The world.” His eyebrows went up. Then he smiled.  
“No, no, not all the Christian stuff,” she said. “But the mystery.” (152-3) 
 
Readers are told Adaora, “…never believed in the mysterious as her husband did. She was a 
scientist. Her world was founded upon empirical evidence, on rigorous experimentation, on data” 
(152). But her newly discovered powers and her shape-shifting prompt Adaora to recognize the 
limitations she has artificially imposed on her comprehension of the world. After she admits that 
Chris’ faith and belief is founded on something real, and not merely delusion, he breathes a sigh 
of relief and says, “Finally, some progress” (152). Despite the fact that Adaora makes sure to 
qualify her statement by emphasizing she is not talking about Father Oke and his ideas of purity, 
this admittance by Adaora has a tremendous effect on Chris who immediately stops berating her. 
This is the first step: in acknowledging the common mystery at the root of life, the common 
sanctity that binds us all. The second and final step Okorafor’s narrative makes, is to transform 
being Born Again from a reclaiming of purity into becoming alien within. 
 
Symbiosis 
Okorafor’s mythic bricolage finds a common point of meaning—the spirituality and sanctity 
of water as the foundation of all life—and uses that to create commonality. This myth is hybrid 
and inclusive, it takes cultural legacies that are indigenous and traditionally African and melds 
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them with science and contemporary major religions. It undoes notions of purity and asserts 
humanity’s malleability and interdependence with other life is our greatest strength. But 
Okorafor is also invested in conceptualizing how cultures can begin to embrace a new myth. Her 
idea is that mythic social change need not be incremental or transitionary. Since myths are ways 
of knowing, all that needs to happen is for people to understand ourselves and our world 
differently. Okorafor imagines this instant transformation of perception on on an already widely 
appealing idea: being Born-Again. This ritual affirms and empowers people to leave a flawed 
past behind them and embrace a new and better future by presenting themselves as changed, 
different and capable of better things. Of course, instead of a return to purity, which is what 
Pentecostalism preaches, Okorafor imagines being Born Again as becoming Alien Within. 
When the alien, Ayodele, first emerges from the ocean, she expresses her desire to change 
the society of Lagos. Throughout the novel the human characters undergo their own personal 
transformations, but Ayodele is busy gathering information. She asks questions and pays 
attention to how people act. By the end of the novel, after she has interacted with a wide variety 
of Lagosians, Ayodele realizes that people need a transformation of perception. She says, “You 
people need help on the outside but also within….” (262). Ayodele asserts that people need 
change on the inside—that is, they need to change how they see themselves, each other and the 
world.  
At the end of the novel, Ayodele becomes a victim of this violence as a terrified soldier 
shoots her multiple times. As Adaora is trying to convince Ayodele to shape-shift to save herself, 
Ayodele says, “You people need help on the outside but also within…I will go within. . . . 
Adaora . . . let go of me” (262). Adaora begs her not to, but in allusion to Christian event of 
Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit descended on people and effected an inner transformation in 
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them Ayodele transforms into a mist. “In the space where Ayodele had lain a white mist swirled, 
as if a fog had rolled in off the water… this fog was rolling like a great wave over all of Lagos… 
everyone was inhaling it” (263). As people inhale the mist they stop fleeing. People stop fighting 
in the streets and a great calm settles on Lagos. Readers are told, the Nigerian President,  
…had never felt so calm. His body seemed to hum. His mind was clear. Ever since 
Ayodele had dissipated, he’d been feeling strange… but he felt so calm, as if all that had 
happened was something he could understand. (266) 
 
In Pentecostalism, when a person is Born-Again, they stand before the congregation and testify 
that they have experienced this shift in themselves and they are going to live their lives 
differently. The congregation trusts the person’s testimony and from that point on, the person is 
seen as Born-Again. In the narrative, Okorafor represents the change through this inhalation that 
makes this process more literal for the purposes of narration. But the literal inhalation of fog 
functions as an analogy for readers. In Pentecostal teachings, being Born-Again is not identified 
with any exterior event. Pentecostal churches do not enact the descending of the Holy Spirit 
through the dispersion of fog or water vapor. Instead, a person is Born-Again when they say they 
are.  
It is no surprise that after inhaling the alien mist, the Nigerian President is told by another 
alien that, “All the offshore drilling facilities would be destroyed by the people of the water 
[ocean creatures]. Oil could no longer be Nigeria’s top commodity. It could no longer be a 
commodity at all” (266) and the President accepts this news joyfully. He smiles and says “We 
will be a mighty nation” to himself (266). The reason for his calm acceptance and even 
welcoming of this cessation of extraction is due to the inner change delivered by the alien mist. 
This is most emphasized in his speech, which he delivers on television and through the internet, 
after he inhales the alien: 
 168 
For the first time since we cast off the shackles of colonialism, over a half century ago, 
since we rolled through decades of corruption and internal struggle, we have reached the 
tipping point… tonight is momentous. It marks another kind of transitional shift. Now 
listen closely to me. This shift is cause for celebration, not panic... (270).108  
 
The President has been Born Again. Okorafor theorizes an end to petro-capitalism that uses an 
already widely appealing idea both because it is already embraced and because this change is 
instantaneous.  
While Pentecostalism preaches being Born-Again is a return to purity, in Okorafor’s 
narrative, this inner transformation is one that makes the humans Alien Within. Like the 
extraterrestrials in the novel the human characters become mutable and collective. Okorafor 
engages with Born-Again as a ritual that enables personal and collective change and is already 
widely embraced. However, by delivering this transformation through the aliens, it does the 
opposite of delivering inner purity. Humans become comfortable with change and welcoming of 
the pluriverse: a combination of various ideas and mythic lineages. Like Adaora, they welcome 
the indigenous and traditional deities instead of denying their existence, welcome the aliens 
instead of fearing them and welcome the inner transformation of being Born-Again instead of 
insisting it’s not real. This pluriverse has room for every positive idea that will enable being with 
other people and other living beings. Undermining purity in an inclusive way is particularly 
necessary. The Nigerian novelist, Chris Abani says, “…the cause of all our trouble is the belief 
in an essential, pure identity: religious, ethnic, historical, ideological.” In addition to abandoning 
the idea of person and religious purity, Okorafor’s truly hybrid myth undoes any notion of 
 
108 Hugh O’Connell has read the aliens as a kind of neo-imperialist force largely because the Nigerian 
President announces this decision without democratic debate and inclusion. O’Connell argues the 
transformation is similar to an IMF or World Bank scheme because it is imposed by the alien outsiders, 
through the President, on the people who are voiceless and de facto forced to comply. In the case of fossil 
fuel extraction, however, the colonial legacy is ruptured, not re-established, through its abandonment. 
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exclusion within mythic creation as well. 
While Okorafor narrates the instantaneous transformation of the Nigerians as a compelling 
way to enact broad social change, readers may find this proposal unbelievable or frustratingly 
simple, because there is no logical argument, no rational plan and no method for controlling this 
change. But, Okorafor’s refusal to see change as possible only through logical means or rational 
management is exactly the point. Even though climate change studies suggest that an immediate 
cessation of fossil fuel extraction is virtually the only path that will prevent a greater than 1.5 
degree rise in global temperature, the abandonment of fossil fuel use is often seen as practically 
infeasible.109 Most arguments advocate for phasing out of fossil fuel use through an incremental 
decline in consumption paired with an increase in alternative energy infrastructure.110 However, 
these slow phase out options are increasingly less viable due to the immediacy of the global 
temperature rise. Therefore abandonment, as opposed to a transition to obsolescence, is 
beginning to become a necessity. Rational transition strategies move too slowly, encounter too 
much opposition and fail to treat climate collapse as the crisis it is while also continuing to 
sanction a limited fossil fuel extraction. To paraphrase Achille Mbembe, reasoned responses 
have become unreasonable.  
 
109 See Christopher J Smith, et al. “Current Fossil Fuel Infrastructure Does Not yet Commit Us to 1.5 °C 
Warming.” Nature Communications, vol. 10, Jan. 2019, https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-018-
07999-w and the IPCC report, Global Warming of 1.5 oC —. https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/ as examples of 
scientific recommendations for halting fossil fuel extraction and use.  
 
110 See, for example: Ivetta Gerasimchuk, et al. “FOSSIL FUEL PHASE-OUT AND A JUST 
TRANSITION” International Institute for Sustainable Development. 




Okorafor side-steps this conceptual stumbling block by illustrating that ecological social 
change need not be as complicated, fraught and violent as many well-intentioned arguments 
against fossil fuel abandonment assert. Instead, quick and socially stable social change can be 
affected by a leap of faith, which reaffirms community as it accomplishes social change. 
Although Melody Jue, Esthie Hugo, and Joshua Yu Burnett have all read Lagoon as a novel that 
attempts to imagine a different future for Nigeria, no scholarly work has examined the way 
Okorafor uses the Pentecostal idea of being Born-Again. This is likely due to the fact that 
Pentecostalism is seen as fundamentalist and conservative and therefore Okorafor’s 
Africanfuturism is its polar opposite. But Okorafor uses this already prevalent cultural force 
particularly because it is so widespread. This spiritual re-birth enables transition away from 
damaging conceptions of human being and ushers in the new.  
Okorafor’s mythic bricolage is the most successful representation in this study because 
she does not strive for mythic purity but blends—taking from all places where meaning is most 
resonant and compelling. This strategy can be applied more readily in all cultures. However, one 
challenge that Okorafor does not tackle is how to address the exceptionalism behind the claims 
of white supremacy that Alexis Wright’s struggles with. There are no white characters in 
Okorafor’s novel. In order to undermine the exceptionalism behind the hierarchy of human worth 
that implicitly bolsters claims of the Enlightenment myth’s supremacy, in the next chapter I’m 
going to look at one of the many examples of ecological myths native to Europe. It is my hope 
that by illustrating the commonality between these myths and the non-western indigenous and 
traditional myths depicted in these chapters the claims of white people as exceptionally rational 
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The Fairy Faith: A Non-Enlightenment  
Western Myth 
 
This is the counterhistory of prophecy and promise, the counterhistory of the secret 
knowledge that has to be rediscovered and deciphered—Foucault, Society Must Be Defended 
 
 
Carpentaria can’t make the Dreaming intelligible and imaginable like Lagoon makes its 
hybrid myth, in part because of the stark divide between settlers and indigenous peoples. The 
divide much scholarship still asserts between ‘the west and the rest’ makes mythic hybridity like 
the kind Okorafor accomplishes particularly challenging in sites of settler colonialism as western 
people and their mythic lineage are understood as both superior to and fundamentally different 
from non-western myths. What if the west was not so different from other cultures? What if the 
Enlightenment myth is not reflective of most western myths but a strange outlier? Susanna 
Clarke paints a vision of Romantic era England in her novel, Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell 
(2006), where Celtic fairies live side-by-side with humans and the seat of colonial power is not 
naturally embracing the Enlightenment myth but actively suppressing alternatives. Like Plato’s 
battle against mytheomai, the battle against the Fairy Faith—belief in fairies—is shown as a 
heated contest of meaning rather than an abandonment of obsolete superstition in favor of the 
Enlightenment. Disrupting the claim that the Enlightenment myth is the natural product of 
cultural evolution can help us to see how western people have myths that are similar to many 
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non-western cultures and undermine the belief in the west and western people as innately 
different from all other people and myths in the world. 
Susanna Clarke situates readers at the moment in which the Enlightenment myth is 
solidifying its hegemony within England by making competing myths minor—during the 19th 
century. The novel begins from the premise that magic had long cease to be practiced in 
England.111 It is 1806 and the Enlightenment has, of course, been underway for some hundred 
years—at least. However, we are told that magic is still present in the remotest parts of Scotland, 
England and Ireland and, the Fairy Faith is still believed by the serving class that inhabits the 
margins of this aristocratic novel. But while there are many people interested in magic, there are 
no practicing magicians in England—that we know of.112 The England we enter is, superficially, 
the thoroughly Enlightened one. That is, the English men—and occasional woman—of property 
who populate the pages of this neo-Gothic/Victorian novel inhabit a world that is anthropocentric 
and places the utmost faith in rationalism.  
 
111 It may seem strange to be speaking of England with a legacy of Celtic myth. However, Britain is a 
name that comes from the Celtic goddess Brighid, which originally meant ‘exhalated one’ (hÓgáin, The 
Sacred Isle 112). Brighid was a land goddess and her importance is attested to in the wide variety of place 
names throughout the formerly Celtic world—which includes most of Europe as the Celts migrated from 
Eastern Europe north and westward extending from Spain to Switzerland and Ireland starting around 700 
BCE. Other surviving Celtic cultures in the United Kingdom are Welsh, Cornish, Scottish and Manx. 
With the Anglo-Saxon invasion of Britain, Celts like the Britons were incorporated into the new, English 
culture, or as in the other Celtic cultures, driven to the periphery of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. For this 
reason, much of the contemporary Celtic myth I draw from in this chapter are taken from Irish sources, 
the so-called ‘insular Celts’ whose Celtic culture was less influenced by Roman and Germanic influences. 
  
112 In the novel there is a learned society in York, which mirrors the “fairy scholarship” which was 
produced by Sir Walter Scott, Thomas Crofton Croker, Thomas Keightly, and Scott’s friends, Robert 
Southey, Allan Cunningham and James Hogg. As Carole Silver notes, “As these romantic antiquaries 
speculated about the possible origins of belief, described and classified preternatural creature, and 
collected lore about them, they began to delineate the shapes of future research [on fairies]” (10). These 
works are largely rationalist and euhemerist attempts to explain fairies. This view is summed up in 
Cunningham’s work when he says, fairy faith “still lingers in those remote regions of simplicity and 
primitive ignorance, where the torch of science has not yet reached, or sheds doubtful and uncertain light” 
(quoted in Silver 14). 
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 However, the return of magic has been foretold by a prophecy of the Raven King: a 
master magician who ruled Northern England from 1100 to 1400 C.E. In the novel, the Raven 
King113 is a human child of nobility who, as an infant is left exposed to die but is taken into 
Faerie and raised and instructed in magic by the king of Faerie, Oberon.114 Throughout the novel, 
the Raven King is both revered and reviled but universally acknowledged to have the strongest 
magic, which is tied to his unique access to the fairies. In the novel, there is a wandering street 
magician, named Vinculus who has the prophecy of the Raven King written on his body. It looks 
like a tattoo, but he was born with it. However, unlike the Cloud Atlas protagonists’ birthmarks, 
Vinculus’ birthmark changes at the end of the novel, once the Raven King’s prophecy is 
fulfilled. This change indicates that although our futures are determined by the myths we create 
and maintain, the myths are alterable and therefore, so is our future. The kind of future we have 
is up to us.  
Non-western myth’s affiliation with and classification as magic, as opposed to the 
Enlightenment myth, which claims an objective reflection of reality, is at the heart of this novel. 
 
113 This character has no actual name and therefore goes by many. See footnote three in chapter 45: 
“When he was a child in Faerie the Sidhe had called him a word in their own language which, we are told, 
meant “Starling”, but he had already abandoned that name by the time he entered England. Later he took 
to calling himself by his father’s name – John d’Uskglass – but in the early part of his reign he was 
known simply by one of the many titles his friends or enemies gave him: the King; the Raven King; the 
Black King; the King in the North” (850). Ravens are incalculable in the mythologies of many cultures, 
including Celtic, and this association with this wily animal that can’t be dominated is a signal to readers 
that he represents a challenge to the Enlightenment myth. 
 
114 The Raven’s King’s origins reflect common beliefs about babies and children. Children who died 
before they were baptized were often buried in fairy hills. Also, sick children were left exposed in the 
belief that they were changelings—fake versions of their child whom the fairies had traded. If the exposed 
children were left out, people believed the fairies might switch the exposed child for the changeling. If the 
child was gone or the “changeling” was dead in the morning then, it was believed the child was living 
with the fairies. See, National Folklore Collection, University College Dublin, Ireland (UCD), 1096: 155-
6; Peadar MacGiolla Cornnis Co. Leitrim, May 1947. Collector: Cluain Con Maicne and National 
Folklore Collection, UCD 1096: 384: Bernar Nc Quillen (69), Drumakill Castleblaeney, Co. Monaghan, 
May 1947. Collector: Florence Harrison. 
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Clarke embraces magic as real. The Raven King’s magic is “…the language of the wind and the 
rain and the trees …” (134). It is the language of the world. However, it is also possible to use 
magic to manipulate—although the outcome will not be good. In the Raven King’s prophecy 
Jonathan Strange is called “arrogance” and Mr. Norrell is called “fear.” Their magic is an 
instrumentalizing of the Fairy Faith which puts in the service of the English government and 
capitalist interests. Because of this manipulation, magic retreats again at the end of the novel into 
Faerie. This juxtaposition underscores how myths can either ruin the environment or cultivate 
ecological wellbeing.  
 
Na Daoine Maithe (The Good People) 
The depictions of fairies in Clarke’s novel are faithful to Celtic fairy lore. In Celtic 
cultures, fairies are not the tiny, winged creatures of Disney films or Cottingley’s photos (Silver). 
115 Celtic fairies are human-sized and look almost exactly like humans—therefore leading to 
confusion when fairies let humans see them. However, most of the time, fairies live in a parallel 
otherworld alongside the human world but unseen. Fairies are called, in Irish, na daoine maithe 
(the good people), na daoine uaisle (the noble people), gentle folk, good neighbors, fair folk or 
the gentry as a euphemism, because it was unlucky to say aos sí or the English word ‘fairies.’ 
These titles all associate fairies with nobility and although the fairies have quite different 
 
115 In 1917, two cousins borrowed a family camera and used colored paper cut-outs and hatpins to create 
images of tiny ladies with wings next to the two girls, in their garden. In 1919, one of their mother’s took 
prints of the photos to show members of the Theosophical Society in Bradford. One society member 
asked photography expert Harold Snelling to produce prints of them to be sold at Gardner's theosophical 
lectures in 1920. They became hotly contested whether they were faked (which they were) or real 
evidence of fairies. They recently sold at auction for £50,000. See, Fake Fairies Photos Sell for £50,000. 
11 Apr. 2019. www.bbc.com, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-leeds-47897891. 
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standards in many regards, they do possess bounty from fine food and clothes to sumptuous 
furnishings. Their associations with plenty mark them as nature spirits and this is consistent with 
their abodes in natural places like in trees, bushes or earthen mounds (Dillon and Ní 
Dhubhcháin). Likewise, their yearly schedule is determined by seasonal changes and their 
presence is said to exist in natural events, such as exceptionally strong and localized winds: fairy 
winds.  
Human relationships with fairies are complex. While fairies have the ability to grant 
people favor from giving them material goods to remedying illness or even making people 
immortal, they are also capable of taking advantage of people or tricking people for their own 
gain. Fairies are unpredictable and people must be cautious in their interactions with fairies 
because there is no way to predict whether it will result in benefit or loss. This capriciousness 
and unpredictability also mark’s fairies as nature spirits. Nature is not, in the Fairy Faith, 
unavoidably competitive and violent. It can be. However, nature can also be generous, giving 
and enables human life. Like fairies, people cannot predict whether just enough rain will fall to 
ensure abundant crops, or whether too much rain will drown them out. The inability of humans 
to control nature is reflected in fairy tales, in which fairies are simply beyond human 
comprehension and therefore, there is no ability for humans to take special and calculating 
advantage of the fairy’s power. Instead, people are either lucky—getting fairy favor—or, 
unlucky. In these stories, the predominant trait of people who are lucky is that they do not try to 
manipulate the fairies. Instead, they act respectfully, giving the fairies honor and reverence, 
which is due to such powerful beings.  
In the novel, as in contemporary fairy lore, aos sí magic disorients and confuses people—
it is not something which humans can maintain mastery over. A common fairy narrative found 
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throughout Ireland is that of an unwitting person walking through a place which he or she knows 
well and stepping on a ‘stray sod’—that is a piece of earth that was not really of this earth but of 
the Otherworld. Upon stepping on this sod, the person would become disoriented and wander 
around for hours despite their confident knowledge of the surroundings. It is also a common 
motif in fairy stories that people who have experiences with the fairies—either interacting with 
them in this world or by being taken to the Otherworld—can’t explain or remember what they 
have experienced—or, people make deals with fairies thinking they understand what they are 
agreeing to, only to be later greatly disappointed. Fairy narratives are therefore a caution against 
overconfidence and the limitations of human comprehension.  
Although the fairies are nature spirits and work their magic through nature itself, such as 
storms, trees growing, birth and death, they also have an interest in human affairs and quotidian 
concerns like human regrets, lost loves, aspirations unfulfilled and hopes and dreams that 
illustrates an entanglement between human life and the natural environment rather than a stark 
divide. This means that although they are nature spirits, the Fairy Faith does not assert that 
humans are somehow different from the natural world. Just as we cannot understand why rain 
does or does not fall in the right amount, or why a storm destroys our house, we also cannot 
understand why love goes unrequited. The capriciousness of nature is reflected also in human to 
human interactions because people are part of this world and not exceptional—either above or 
below—it. This is part of the reason the fairies look just like people. People are part of nature. 
We are nature, just as everything else in existence.  
Fairies also look like people because they are variously understood as ancestors or the 
living dead (Ó hÓgáin The Lore of Ireland 206-12). In the Fairy Faith, death is a necessary part 
of life—not an end or dissolution into nothingness. In nature, the decomposition of what was 
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alive is what enables new life to generate. The Fairy Faith reflects the reliance of new life on 
death through this valuing of what was formerly alive. The living literally owe our lives to those 
who came before—without our ancestors we would not be here. When fairies are understood as 
the living dead it is because they inhabit the Otherworld, which exists parallel to this world but is 
without death and therefore mostly without life. Fairies steal human children because fairies only 
infrequently have their own children. Although fairies live either incredibly long lives—
hundreds of years—or are immortal, this means they also cannot generate new life since life is 
dependent on death. The Otherworld is ‘other’ because of this fundamental difference and 
therefore, when people get transported to the Otherworld, they gain insight because of its ancient 
nature. However, they also become exhausted because there is no end to fairy life. They dance 
and play sport constantly.116 Fairies never sleep or tire. Humans cannot keep with this pace 
because we are not of the Otherworld but this one, which demands an end to life for life to 
continue. This aspect of the Fairy Faith reaffirms the need for death and limitation in life in order 
for life to regenerate.117 
Through these understandings, the Fairy Faith entangles people in complex systems 
which people can’t predict or control and therefore, prevents the idea that people can master 
nature. These beliefs cultivate human actions that are respectful—such as the practice, common 
throughout Ireland, of leaving fairy mounds undisturbed (Ó Cuinneagáin). The Irish Heritage 
 
116 Fairies were frequently engaged in hurling matches and would often ask men to join them in the 
match. On May Eve people throughout Ireland heard the thudding of a football being kicked in fairy 
matches. See for example National Folklore Collection, UCD, 1097:105 Liam P. Mac Coiliz May, 1947. 
 
117 This is a corrective to the MaddAddam world’s pursuing of immortality as the ultimate mastery of 
nature and not the necropolitical claim that some people must die in order for others to live. The 
distinction between the Fairy Faith and necropolitics is that all life must succumb to death and it is 
beyond human comprehension or control who dies and who lives. See Achille Mbembe’s Necropolitics, 
Duke University Press, 2011 for a complete explanation on how the logic of necropolitics functions.  
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Council estimates that there are of 60,000 of these mounds throughout Ireland, which preserve 
biodiversity as farmers do not let their animals graze there, do not cultivate crops and don’t even 
gather fruit or firewood from the areas (Burren GeoPark LIFE). They not only preserve 
biodiversity and provide habitat, fairy mounds also prevent unencumbered development because 
they cannot be disturbed.118 Although the fairies look like people, this is not an anthropocentric 
myth which reads human consciousness onto all other life but instead, as fairies; capriciousness 
indicates, constantly emphasizes the limits of human ways of knowing. Limiting human agency 
makes room for other agency—narrating a world that is enlivened and unpredictable. 
 
No More Magic Done in England 
 The novel depicts the Enlightenment myth contesting the Fairy Faith—not “naturally” 
taking its place and people “evolving” to become Enlightened—through the magician’s ideas 
about “Fairy magic” versus “Modern magic.” Mr. Norrell is a proponent of modern magic, by 
which he means to “make magic respectable,” disavow any association with fairies and use 
magic to help England win the Napoleonic Wars. Norrell’s obsession becomes undermining 
fairies and discrediting the Raven King’s “fairy magic.” However, fairy magic is entangled with 
nature—capable of communicating with nonhuman others, requesting that wind and tides 
respond to human needs and uniting people and our worlds in ways “modern magic” denies. 
Through these representations, Clarke traces how the Enlightenment sought to differentiate itself 
from the Fairy Faith and reveals the vastly different understandings of humans and our world 
 
118 See Gordon Deegan, “Fairy Bush Survives the Motorway Planners.” The Irish Times, 
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/fairy-bush-survives-the-motorway-planners-1.190053. Reidar Th. 
Christiansen records in his article, “Some Notes on the Fairies and the Fairy Faith” in Béaloideas, Iml. 
39/41 (1971-73) and Eddir Lenihan and Carolyn Eve Green. Meeting the Other Crowd. Penguin, 2004. 
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these myths manifest. Ultimately, readers see Norrell’s magic as not really magic at all but an 
almost naked attempt to bend the world to his will, while fairy magic appears as vibrant and 
fantastic—a way of knowing that would truly make the world magical. 
When we meet Mr. Norrell, he has secretly amassed the largest magical library in 
England from which he has learned how to do magic. Hurtfew Abbey119, where Mr. Norrell 
lives, was ironically a farm for the Raven King’s court. When readers first see this residence, it 
presents as a Gothic manor, with mist swirling around sad looking trees, ancient bridges that 
cross rivers and an imposing stone façade on the ancient looking building. However, at the end 
of the novel readers realize that this presentation was an enchantment Mr. Norrell designed to 
keep people away and his home is actually a “modern” residence built on the site of the Raven 
King’s farm. He wants to keep people away because Mr. Norrell wants to control magic and be 
its sole practitioner. He does not want the ‘old’ kind of magic, which is entangled with the 
fairies. Instead, he wants to create a ‘modern’ magic, which he alone can control.  
Although Mr. Norrell is invested in learning magic and becoming the first practicing 
magician in England in over four hundred years, his interests are not in reviving magic but 
subjugating it—as he says making it “modern.” Modern magic, according to Mr. Norrell, is 
opposed to fairy magic. He hates the fairy magic that most people ascribe as magic in England. 
At one point, while ranting against such magic he says,  
 
119 The name, Hurtfew, has the sound of the names of the fairy kingdoms in the novel: Lost Hope, Untold 
Blessings and Pity Me (188). Hurtfew, like these fairy kingdom names, evokes an Otherworldy quality 
which the fairies constantly assert. Fairies are not only narrowly concerned with nature but also with 
human lives and human actions. Under a fairy enchantment, for example, a spice shop in the novel has all 
the labels for spices, like nutmeg, cloves and cinnamon, change names and instead, the jars read: “Mercy 
(Deserved), Mercy (Undeserved), Nightmares, Good Fortune, Bad Fortune, Persecution by Families, 
Ingratitude of Children, Confusion, Perspicacity and Veracity” (166).  
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Mystical ramblings about stones and rain and trees! This is like Godbless [an ancient 
magician] who told us that we should learn magic from wild beasts in the forest. Why not 
pigs in the sty? Or stray dogs, I wonder? This is not the sort of magic which civilized 
men wish to see practised in England nowadays! (131) 
 
In this speech Norrell decries the kind of knowledge drawn from nature as “uncivilized” and 
reasserts a hierarchy of being  
Norrell decides to leave Hurtfew and go to London “… in order to further the cause of 
modern magic. I intend, sir, to bring back magic to Britain,” (56). His idea of modern magic is 
putting magic in the service of the English government. It is during the Napoleonic Wars and 
Norrell wants to use magic in order to defeat the French. He tries, several times unsuccessfully, 
to convince various government ministers to allow him to test a spell or two on the French 
armies and navies. However, he cannot convince anyone. Then, Lord Pole, a high-ranking 
government minister from a highly aristocratic family is robbed of his wealthy fiancée, who dies 
just two days before they are to be married. In an effort to have Lord Pole advocate for him and 
the cause of modern magic, Norrell offers to raise Lord Pole’s fiancée, from the dead. Lord Pole 
reluctantly accepts the offer.  
However, Norrell can’t raise Lady Pole from the dead without the help of a fairy. Mr. 
Norrell tells his two duplicitous cronies, Mr. Drawlight and Mr. Lascelles, that using fairies 
makes the consequences “Quite out of the magician’s power to determine” (83). In the BBC 
miniseries adaptation of the novel, Norrell’s expression is even starker. He says,  
Fairies are mythological creatures… They do not… they did not exist in the way the 
stories have them. They’re a poisonous race. Their help is always regretted. It is always a 
heavy price. (Haynes 29:00) 
 
Norrell’s self-correction from fairies “do not” to “did not” indicates that Norrell is invested in 
subjugating fairies—eliminating them from the practice of magic by denying their existence to 
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others. While Norrell recognizes that he cannot perform this magic without the help of a fairy he 
also decides the risk is worth it.  
Privately in the room with the dead woman, Mr. Norrell summons a fairy. When the 
Fairy King of Lost Hope appears, he is described as smelling like a fresh green wood and 
wearing a bright green, velvet vest with a head of hair that looks like thistledown.120 He 
immediately offers to help Norrell practice any kind of magic—including reviving the lady—as 
long as Mr. Norrell gives the fairy all the credit. Mr. Norrell refuses. He doesn’t want people to 
attribute all his magic to the fairy. He wants people to see him as the sole source of knowledge 
and authority. The fairy reconsiders and, concluding the young woman is beautiful, offers to 
raise her from death if he can have half her life. Norrell takes this to mean that she will die 
prematurely. He agrees and indicates that Lord Pole’s wife should live for the next seventy-five 
years—assuming that she will die in half this time. The Man with the Thistledown Hair, as he is 
called in the novel—the fairy king of Lost Hope—agrees. He takes, as a token of this agreement, 
one of the Lady’s little fingers. Then, she revives, and the Man with the Thistledown Hair 
disappears.  
In the novel, this event occurs in October 1807. The end of October, on the 31st, is the 
time of year when fairies are said to be most active. On Oíche Shamhna (November eve) the veil 
 
120 Fairy’s usually wear green or white. The Fairy King’s green vest also evokes an image of Robin Hood, 
another character based off Celtic nature spirits who always wore bright green. His hair being describe as 
Thistledown evokes an image of the Green Man, a pre-Christian nature deity whose head is surrounded 
by leaves and vines. See Kathleen Basford, The Green Man. D.S. Brewer, 1998. Thistle is a plant found 
widely throughout the British Isles and although it has been attacked by pesticides in twentieth century 
was considered valuable in the early modern period for treating a variety of health issues, including 
baldness, and has an incredibly high nectar production, making it ideal for pollinators. The plant disperses 
seeds like dandelions, through downy, feather-like sprouts on seeds, called thistledown, which are carried 
by the wind. All these evocations, as well as the smell of the green wood, which enters the room with 
him, mark the Man with the Thistledown Hair, as he becomes called in the novel, as a nature spirit. 
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which separates this world from the Otherworld is at its thinnest and therefore people could pass 
more easily into fairy, see fairies and the fairies could more easily interact with humans (Siewers 
41). This ease of movement also applied to the deceased, who were also able to move about 
more easily on this night. The timing of Lady Pole’s death and resurrection coincides with this 
propitious time for such activities and partly explains Norrell’s success in both summoning a 
fairy and having the fairy agree to raise the lady from the dead. 
At first, everything seems fine. People are amazed that Lady Pole is alive. Norrell gets his 
post with the government and begins creating magic to defeat the French. Lady Pole is healthier 
and more vivacious than she had ever been. Popular opinion about magic seems to shift, to Mr. 
Norrell’s particular understanding of it:  
When Mr. Norrell had first come to London, his opinions had seemed very new and not a 
little eccentric. But since then people had grown accustomed to them and he had seemed 
no more than the Mirror of the Times when he said that magic, like the oceans 
themselves, should agree to be governed by Englishmen. (448) 
 
Once he is accepted by the government ministers, Norrell’s magic perfectly reflects this. He uses 
it in the Napoleonic Wars, creating a phantom navy that distracts the French. As a result of this:  
A large part of the French Navy had been tricked into remaining in its ports for eleven 
days and during that time the British had been at liberty to sail about the Bay of Biscay, 
the English Channel and the German Sea, just as it pleased and a great many things had 
been accomplished. Spies had been deposited in various parts of the French Empire and 
other spies brought back to England with news about what Buonaparte was doing. British 
merchant ships had unloaded their cargoes of coffee and cotton and spices in Dutch and 
Baltic ports without any interference. (115) 
 
Throughout the novel, Norrell similarly uses magic to advance the motives of winning wars, 
advancing capitalist interests and managing nature. Norrell sees magic as an ability to control the 
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natural world.121 However, the novel reveals Norrell’s ideas as flawed because he uses magical 
methods he does not fully understand and which manifest consequences he doesn’t foresee.  
As with any fairy bargain, Norrell’s bargain with the Man with the Thistledown Hair is 
not what it first seems. Fairy injunctions seem straightforward. The listener seems to think the 
fairy’s injunction are easily avoided. However, through the course of events the person always 
finds themselves in the very situation the fairy warned against and taking the actions the fairy 
prohibited. In the novel, instead of ending her life prematurely, the Man with the Thistledown 
Hair takes Lady Pole every night to his castle at Lost Hope. Instead of dying prematurely, she 
will live for the next seventy-five years but when she lies down to sleep, she is transported to 
faerie and forced to dance and take place in the fairy entertainments. As a result, Lady Pole is 
increasingly exhausted. Forced to dance all night, unable sleep all day because she is under an 
enchantment, she grows increasingly depressed and desperate to escape her enchantment.  
But she can’t tell anyone about her situation. As soon as she starts to talk about it, her 
words become in-depth lectures on fairy lore, ancient fairy history or fairy stories. This is typical 
of people who have dealing with the aos sí. The consequences are frequently disastrous: dying, 
being taken to the Otherworld or the loss of a loved one, for example are common results. Offers 
from fairies are rife with potential problems because embedded in the offer made by the fairies is 
a spell, which might affect a person in any number of ways from being dissatisfied with human 
life and constantly wanting to go back to the Otherworld, to being unbale to ever extricate 
yourself from the bond with the fairy—despite wanting to. Fairy tales point out the ways in 
 
121 Norrell’s understanding is a signal of his Enlightenment beliefs. Bronislaw Malinowski, in his work 
Magic, Science and Religion (1925) famously asserts magic is a “primitive” attempt, and scientific-based 
technologies as the more highly evolved, manifestation of the universal human impulse, to master nature. 
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which our logic and comprehension is limited and serve as warnings against placing too much 
faith in our human’s ability to predict and reason. However, in the novel, where the largely 
aristocratic characters don’t believe in fairies, most think that Lady Pole is insane.  
Although this doesn’t have immediate ramification for Norrell, it signals how Norrell’s 
attempts to manipulate the world with human calculation is a vanity that will produce unintended 
consequences. Before those inevitable conclusions, however, it is looking at how Lady Pole’s 
associations with both aos sí and mental illness can illustrate how Enlightenment myth 
marginalized and eventually subjugated the Fairy Faith in the British Isles.  
 
Madness and Challenges to the Enlightenment 
 Beyond depicting the contest in meaning between these two myths and the vastly 
different understandings of the natural world they encompass; Clarke’s novel also reveals how 
the Enlightenment marginalizes the Fairy Faith through rhetorical strategies. In the novel, many 
characters who have dealings with fairies or non-human others are either perceived of as insane 
or are legitimately mentally ill. This equation of belief in an agency to nature and non-human 
others with mental illness—being irrational, unstable and confused—was a strategy for dealing 
with opposition to the Enlightenment. It was levelled at people who broke the law, those who 
advocated for the rights of nature and women. While there are traditional stories about fairies and 
madness that relate to fairies being invisible to human eyes, the novel reveals how these 
traditional narratives were leveraged to illustrate the fallibility of the person attesting to the Fairy 
Faith in an ad hominin attack designed to discredit the Faith in general. 
It is common in fairy narratives that the people who have dealings with the fairies seem 
strange, and some contemporary readers might read as “mentally ill.” In Ireland, there is a 
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common fairy story about a human midwife who is sent for to deliver a fairy baby and during the 
delivery either rubs ointment or water in her eyes which confers second sight that enables her to 
see the fairies everywhere they are. She can see the fairies everywhere she goes in the human 
world and her actions and words appear strange to those without second sight. She tries not to 
bump into fairies on the roads, talks to them, asking them how they are, etc. and interacts with 
them in other ways. Of course, the people who can’t see the fairies think the midwife isn’t 
speaking to anyone and is just walking down the road in a very odd and circuitous manner, 
talking to herself, etc. At the end of the story, a fairy always pokes her eyes and blinds her or the 
poke reverts her ability to see the fairies.122 Lady Pole’s “illness” is similar because other people 
can’t see what she can, and therefore they think something is wrong with her rather than that she 
is under fairy enchantment. In typical nineteenth century manner, she is discussed as having 
“strained nerves” and is left alone all the time, following the logic that this isolation will not 
“excite” her and therefore cure her. As a result of her isolation she becomes increasingly 
miserable.  
In fairy tales, the irrationality of fairies is part of their capriciousness. If humans could 
understand fairies, and predict their actions, then humans would be able to completely control 
and manipulate the natural world. However, because fairies—like the nature they represent—is 
so illogical (according to human standards) it is impossible to predict or control what nature will 
do. Therefore, people who have an affiliation with fairies—like the midwife—are similarly 
 
122 For an example of this strange behavior as well as the story in general see: The Eighth Story in 
National Folklore Collection, UCD, 815: 429-431; Eugene O’Brien (55), Birragh, Co. Cavan. Collector: 
P.J. Gaynor, December, 1942 and Críostóir Mac Cárthaigh’s article “Midwife to the Fairies (ML 5070): 
The Irish Variants in Their Scottish and Scandinavian Perspective.” Béaloideas, vol. 59, An Cumann Le 
Béaloideas Éireann/Folklore of Ireland Society, 1991, pp. 133–43. JSTOR, JSTOR, 
doi:10.2307/20522382 for a scholarly perspective of this tale. 
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incomprehensible to people. It’s not that there is something wrong with them—it’s that they have 
access to other ways of knowing that are beyond human understanding. Stephen Black who is 
Lord Pole’s head butler, also has dealings with the Man with the Thistledown Hair, who takes a 
liking to Stephen. Stephen frequently describes his dealings with the Fairy King as on the 
boarder of sanity or causing disorientation. The Man with the Thistledown Hair frequently 
transports Stephen to other places with no warning, and Stephen will be stuck for hours in a wet 
bog or in Lost Hope, or in coffee shop in North Africa. This unpredictability makes Stephen 
exhausted and strains his nerves. Stephen also says that when the Fairy King whispers in 
Stephen’s ear, his voice is so strong inside Stephens head that he felt as if it would cause 
madness.  
However, the Enlightenment myth takes this traditional association with fairies and 
madness and distorts it to claim that all people who believe in fairies are illogical—or mad. This 
is repeatedly referenced throughout the novel by the aristocratic characters. Lord Pole and the 
other government ministers discuss their servants’ beliefs in fairies by saying they must be 
drunk, dreaming, irrational country people or mad. Mr. Norrell—because of his wealth—is 
considered ‘eccentric’ rather than mad, before he resurrects Lady Pole. These characters 
reference Enlightenment understandings in their explanations of the different mentalities of 
humans and fairies: 
Richard Chaston (1620–95)… wrote that men and fairies both contain within them a 
faculty of reason and a faculty of magic. In men reason is strong and magic is weak. With 
fairies it is the other way round: magic comes very naturally to them, but by human 
standards they are barely sane. 
 
The fictional Chaston’s dates overlap neatly with René Descartes’ publication Meditations on 
First Philosophy (1641) which asserts the primacy of reason as the determining factor of being 
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human. Madness, or insanity, and irrationality are claimed as the antithesis of this baseline 
humanity in the Enlightenment myth. By attributing belief in the Fairy Faith with madness, the 
Enlightenment myth naturalized its own understanding of humans and our world. At one point, 
Mr. Norrell tells Strange about the similarity between fairies and madmen and how fairies, like 
madmen, make little distinction between inanimate and animate objects:  
Fairies do not make a strong distinction between the animate and the inanimate. They 
believe that stones, doors, trees, fire, clouds and so forth all have souls and desires, and 
are either masculine or feminine. Perhaps this explains the extraordinary sympathy for 
madness which fairies exhibit. (466) 
 
Norrell, as usual, expresses the clearest understanding of the Enlightenment myth when he says 
that any view of the world which does not see nature as inert is an indication of mental illness.  
One example in the narrative is a ‘madwoman in the attic’ in Venice. This woman was 
originally a society lady famous for her ability to speak many languages. She spoke Welsh, 
Basque, Scots Gallic as well as French, German and Italian. These language choices, are of 
course, deliberate. The three non-major languages listed are all Goidelic languages—the same 
language family as Irish Gaelic—the language indicated as being closest to the fairy language, 
now lost. In another of Clarke’s footnotes she tells readers: “No one in England nowadays knows 
this language [fairy] and all... Martin Pale wrote in De Tractatu Magicarum Linguarum that it 
was related to the ancient Celtic languages” (850). Her fluency with Goidelic languages 
facilitates her comprehension of the next language she learns. 
For a time, she enjoys great fame however, she is said to lose her mind after her husband 
dies and she falls into poverty. She is given an attic apartment, which quickly becomes a safe 
haven for the many feral cats of Venice. She loses all her languages, except she learns the cat 
language which, “she spoke marvellously well” (850). This woman’s facility with Goidelic 
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languages facilitates her comprehension of cat language. Her ability to understand the Celtic 
order of knowledge, enables her madness.  
However, the connections between madness and the Fairy Faith are most clearly 
connected through the narrative of the novel’s other magician—Jonathan Strange. Strange first 
comes to realize the connection between madness and fairies when he goes to see King George. 
In novel King George, the mad King of England, is said to go mad with grief over the death of 
his daughter. This is a “national disaster” in the novel. Jonathan Strange is invited to visit with 
the King by his remaining children in the hopes that magic can cure his madness. Prior to visiting 
King George, Strange does research and can only find one spell that seems even remotely related 
to curing madness:  
It was a prescription in Ormskirk’s Revelations of Thirty-Six Other Worlds. Ormskirk 
said that it would dispel illusions and correct wrong ideas. Strange took out the book and 
read through the spell again. It was a peculiarly obscure piece of magic, consisting only 
of the following words: Place the moon at his eyes and her whiteness shall devour the 
false sights the deceiver has placed there. Place a swarm of bees at his ears. Bees love 
truth and will destroy the deceiver’s lies. Place salt in his mouth lest the deceiver attempt 
to delight him with the taste of honey or disgust him with the taste of ashes. Nail his hand 
with an iron nail so that he shall not raise it to do the deceiver’s bidding. Place his heart 
in a secret place so that all his desires shall be his own and the deceiver shall find no 
hold there. However, as Strange read it through, he was forced to admit that he had not 
the least idea what it meant. How was the magician supposed to fetch the moon to the 
afflicted person? (377-8) 
 
Strange has this book with him on the visit. He performs many spells—none of which seem to 
effect King George at all. However, one of the spells summons the Man with the Thistledown 
Hair, whom Strange cannot see but whom the blind, King George can. King George begins 
conversing with the Fairy King in the most cogent speech—quite a departure from the 
meandering conversation he has had with Strange up to this point. The two kings talk about their 
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kingdoms and their burdens as monarchs. The Man with the Thistledown Hair likes King George 
very much as King George is respectful—a trait fairies most desire from humans.  
In a reflection of the midwife tale, Strange thinks King George’s speech is a sign of his 
madness since Strange cannot see the Man with the Thistledown Hair. However, as they walk in 
the gardens around the King’s castle, Strange begins to hear fairy music, and see a great and 
ancient wood amongst the well-tended, manicured gardens and fountains. Both the King and 
Strange begin to fall under this fairy enchantment, as it leads them to an ancient wood. The 
melancholic music makes Strange feel dislike and dissatisfaction for this world and a longing for 
the Otherworld, which, the music conveys, will provide him with his deepest wishes. The music 
seems to tell each man their life story and narrate their experiences as unjust—making them feel 
as if they had been betrayed by other people and the world in general. These feelings make both 
Strange and King George long to be rid of the world and to join the fairies in the Otherworld. 
During the enchantment, Strange and King George start to talk to each other—and both 
understand the other. The King is nearly running to the wood, urging Strange to come along and 
Strange is following when he gradually recognizes what is happening. It is at this point that 
Strange begins to use Ormskirk’s spell.  
 Strange suddenly recognizes that, the deceiver in Ormskirk’s spell is the fairy 
enchantment and the spell is to break the enchantment. As Strange employs the spell he does so 
without controlling it or knowing how he is doing what he is doing, or why. He immerses 
himself in the spell and the moon becomes immersed in his head—making him forget who he is 
and where he is. The light of the moon clears his eyes and when he opens them, he sees the 
ancient wood as sinister rather than the welcoming place it had appeared under enchantment. As 
 193 
he moves through the spell, the fairy enchantment is completely broken. Strange then applies the 
spell to the King.  
 Afterwards, Strange realizes that King George was likely talking to the fairy the entire 
time. He goes to talk to Norrell, to ask about connections between madmen and fairies. Norrell 
says: 
I do not believe that even the Aureate magicians could cure madness. In fact I am not 
sure that they tried. They seem to have considered madness in quite a different light. 
They held madmen in a sort of reverence and thought they knew things sane men did not 
– things which might be useful to a magician. There are stories of both Ralph Stokesey 
and Catherine of Winchester consulting with madmen. (392) 
 
Strange also indicates that “Fairies too had a strong interest in madmen. I am sure I remember 
reading that somewhere.” Norrell agrees, that madmen and fairies are “brothers in adversity” 
since “a great many fairies harboured a vague sense of having been treated badly by the English” 
(393). This link between fairies and madmen and being treated badly is certainly understandable 
from the perspective of those designated as mad. In the novel, despite his status as the divine 
monarch, King George is treated very badly by two brothers who are his “madhouse keepers.” 
These two men claim to be doctors and with “cold scientific disdain” enact three treatment 
principles: intimidation, isolation and restraint (384). They keep him completely isolated and 
prevent him from going outside. When he resists anything, they put him in a straightjacket. The 
logic of this method is explained by the brothers as: 
“In this way,” continued Dr Robert, “all possible sources of excitement are suppressed 
and the patient is denied material with which to construct his fantasies and improper 
notions.”  
“But in the end,” added Dr John, “it is by the imposition of his will upon his patient that 
the doctor effects his cure. It is the forcefulness of the doctor’s own character which 
determines his success or failure. It was observed by many people that our father could 
subdue lunatics merely by fixing them with his eye.” (384) 
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Domination is at the root of this method, which seeks to overturn “improper notions.” The 
King’s “improper notions” extend from believing that London has been flooded and is ruled by 
merpeople to talking with the Man with the Thistledown Hair. While neither of these have any 
great consequence, people are terrified. His family abandons him to the dominating brothers and 
don’t even visit him.  
 After this event, Strange pursues madness in order to meet the Man with the Thistledown 
Hair. His need to make himself ‘mad’ to communicate with nature spirits indicates how the 
Enlightenment classified all other orders of knowledge as inherently wrong—illogical or 
superstitious. What is ‘reasonable,’ on the other hand, is the domination of nature, and an 
elevation of human being as exceptional from all other life. In the novel, as in nineteenth century 
England, people are declared “mad” not only if they talk to fairies but also, by questioning the 
Enlightenment’s social goals (Foucault, Discipline and Punish).  
In the novel, is a movement called the Johannites or “working Johns” (575) who are the 
fictional evocation of the historical Luddites.123 Like their real-life counterparts, the Johannites 
“…are craftsmen who creep into mills at dead of night and destroy property. They burn down 
factory-owners’ houses. They hold pernicious meetings inciting the common people to riotous 
acts and they loot marketplaces” (575). The Luddite movement happened from 1811-1813, 
exactly contemporaneous with the novel’s Johannite movement. Luddites were textile workers 
who, during the Napoleonic Wars (1811-1816), were being gradually replaced by weaving 
 
123 Ludd is an Anglo-Saxon surname that is derived from the Old English word Ladde, which meant 
servant. In his book on the Luddites, Rebels Against the Future, author Kirkpatrick Sale also suggests the 




machines and lower paid, unskilled workers.124 Clarke evokes this historical protest in order to 
illustrates how contesters of Enlightenment were, like followers of the Fairy Faith, marginalized 
and declared ‘mad.’ Through the Johannites protests against industrialization, their association 
with the Raven King, and their subjugation by the English government, Clarke’s narrative 
illustrates how labeling people as ‘mad’ discredited them and their arguments with 
Enlightenment social goals. 
In the novel, Johannites, or “machine-breakers” are “…his [the Raven King’s] followers. 
They daub the Raven-in-Flight upon every wall where property is destroyed” (575). Readers are 
told the Johannites use of the Raven King’s banner of the Raven-in-Flight is used because, 
“…they know the power of his name among the common people” (575). The government in the 
novel is trying “…to make it illegal to raise the Raven-in-Flight” (565) because they are afraid it 
will incite revolution. This is not simply a novelistic device but a reference to the Johannites 
historical models, the Luddites who had a connection to a nature-figure variously called Ned 
Ludd, General Ludd or King Ludd, who lived in Sherwood Forest like Robin Hood. King Ludd, 
like Robin Hood, was invested in righting the injustices done to people (Binfield). Like the 
Raven King in the novel, Robin Hood is a displaced nobleman who flees to the forest in order to 
fight for justice. Like Robin Hood, the Luddites stole from the rich, destroying capital, in order 
to give higher wages for skilled work to the poor. However, the figure of Robin Hood has many 
associations that extend beyond these contemporary understandings. 
 
124 England fought the war in order to maintain access to international markets, and control over its 
overseas colonies, some of which, like Ireland were in Europe. England maintained a standing army of 
220,000 at the height of the Napoleonic Wars. At one point, the historian Eric Hobsbawm points out, 
Britain had more troops deployed against the Luddites than fighting Napoleon in Spain and Portugal. See 
his article, “The Machine Breakers.” Past & Present, no. 1, 1952, pp. 57–70. JSTOR. 
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 Robin Hood was also known as Robin Goodfellow—a name that also applied to the 
nature spirit Puck—a half-human, half-fairy being who caused merriment and mischief and 
seems to be the complex kind of nature spirit that survives in the present day Irish púca. One of 
Robin Hood’s other names is Jack of the Wood or Jack in the Green—because Robin Hood 
always wears Lincoln Green, the green of spring—a name that also applies to the Green Man, an 
ancient nature spirit whose origins are obscure.125 The association of Ned Ludd with Robin Hood 
and Robin Goodfellow equates him in the minds of people with both the cause of justice, and the 
mischievous nature spirit—linking justice to nature. The Luddites mischievously wrecked 
machinery in order to right the wrongs of displacing and demeaning their labor. Although much 
ink had been spilt on declaring the Luddites as not opposed, in principle, to mechanization and 
technology126, their cause of preventing the industrialization of labor and the concomitant 
elimination of skilled artisans in the production of materials, is an anti-industrial message which 
has precedent in the gradual move to the industrialized economies which the Enlightenment 
supported as the extension of human rational management over land and people. 
Since the sixteenth century, the process of enclosure, where use of the land became 
restricted to an owner, and ceased to be common land for communal use, had greatly limited 
most peoples’ ability to maintain themselves through traditional agricultural and pastoral means. 
By the 19th century, unenclosed commons had become largely restricted to rough pasture in 
 
125 The Green Man is ubiquitous in medieval British Isles. His image is nearly always only his face, which 
sprouts vegetation, usually vines. His image is prevalent on Christian churches and many other 
unexpected places—for a nature spirit. Although his significance is not attested to in written sources the 
imagery has led to some interesting insights about nature-based faiths. See Kathleen Basford’s book The 
Green Man. D.S. Brewer, 1998. 
 
126 See Kevin Binfield’s introduction in his book, Luddites and Luddism. Johns Hopkins University Press, 
Baltimore, 2004 as an example. 
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mountainous areas and to relatively small parts of the lowlands. This process was lamented by 
many as a process of desacralizing the land, as the poet John Clare (1793-1864) in his poem The 
Mores127 does: 
Fence now meets fence in owners little bounds 
Of field and meadow large as garden grounds 
In little parcels little minds to please 
Each little tyrant with his little sign 
Shows where man claims earth glows no more divine 
 
Clare’s poetic rebuttal of the enclosures as a form of internal colonization where the rationale of 
management led to land as an object for ownership and control instead of the environment as 
sacred and in reciprocal relations with humans. As a result of enclosure, more people needed to 
find waged labor and this increased labor supply enabled the Industrial Revolution as people 
moved to cities to find work since they no longer had access to land.128 
 It is at the beginning of industrial agriculture when stories of the disappearance of fairies 
also began to circulate. It was commonly believed that fairies were not capable of living in 
cultivated land: “land once ripped by the plowshare of the sward once passed over by the 
scythe… the quick progress of Lowland agriculture will completely overthrown their empire” 
(quoted in Silver 15). Railways were also believed to disrupt the fairies, who liking the bucolic 
countryside, would be “for ever banished by the sound of the railway whistle” (Young). While in 
some places the fairies’ fear of industry was celebrated and utilized to keep them away, others 
 
127 As quoted in Catherine E. Rigby and Kate Rigby’s Topographies of the Sacred: The Poetics of Place 
in European Romanticism. University of Virginia Press, 2004, pages 68. 
 
128 Marx argues that enclosure was a key mechanism in transitioning European economies into capitalism 
since it eliminates the possibility of a subsistence lifestyle and turns land into capital. See Capital: A 
Critique of Political Economy. Penguin UK, 2004, especially chapter 27: “The Expropriation of the 
Agricultural Population from the Land.” 
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lamented changing the land from a vibrant co-creator of human lives to an object of material 
accumulation and peoples’ removal from it both literally and conceptually. This precursor to the 
Luddites movement situates the moment and their movement as an extension of banishing 
nature-spirits from peoples’ everyday lives and their resistance to this process. Their association 
of Ned Ludd with these nature spirits is a challenge to the Enlightenment myth’s claim that this 
process of desacralizing the land is a natural process of evolution.  
However, critiques of this kind were largely depicted as criminal and only supported by 
madmen. In the House of Lords, Lord Byron, a normally silent member, gave a speech 
that denounced the government’s policies and plight of the working class at this time:  
I have been in some of the most oppressed provinces of Turkey; but never, under the 
most despotic of infidel governments, did I behold such squalid wretchedness as I have 
seen since my return, in the very heart of a Christian country. (Hansard) 
 
While Byron’s observations have been supported by historical analyses, at the time this was 
considered a radical opinion and Byron was considered insane by popular culture at the time.129 
Both the Luddites and their supporters, like Byron, were labeled as ‘mad’ because the charge of 
illogic is the most serious crime within the Enlightenment. To be irrational is to be like an animal 
or like nature—which collapses the hierarchy that is needed in order to maintain the illusion that 
humanity can dominate nature without ill effect. Without reason, and with a dominating nature, 
humankind is always under the threat of destruction by a violent nature. 
The common understanding of the Luddites as madmen enabled the mill and factory 
owners suppressing the movement with legal and military force. Parliament made "machine 
breaking" a capital crime with the Frame Breaking Act of 1812. There was a mass trial 
 
129 While Byron was lauded as a poet, his personal life and political opinions, along with his disregard of 
social conventions in general led, to an understanding that he was at least partly mad. 
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at York in January 1813 where seventeen organizers were hanged, and the remaining convicted 
were sent to Australia. As Lisa Lowe shows, “The liberal rule of law provided for the state’s 
“legitimate” violence against the threat of “illegitimate” violence from others it deemed 
criminals, dissenters, and disturbers of the ‘peace’” (110). The Luddites contesting the claims of 
“rational progress” served to equate them with madness.130 Delegitimizing these critiques by 
labeling the dissenters as mad functioned to dismiss the critique and elevate the foundational idea 
of rationalism as the only basis for social decision making.131 The association between the 
Johannites social critique and the Raven King’s alternate order of knowledge is not accidental. 
By referencing an other way of knowing, the Johannites offered critique of the Enlightenment as 
well as another way of knowing and being in the world. This powerful combination had to be 
violently suppressed because it was so compelling. 
When Strange goes about trying to become insane in the novel his only close friend is, 
notably, Lord Byron. He hears about the Johannites and their affiliation with the Raven King 
from Lord Pole, who demands that Strange not laud the Raven King as he wants to because of its 
potential to start a revolution. Strange’s dalliance with madness, fairies, Lord Byron and the 
Raven King end as he acquiesces to Lord Pole’s reason. Although he is intellectually interested 
in fairies and madness, he is a property owner and his magician lifestyle is dependent on the 
work of others. Ultimately, Strange, like Norrell, does not want to embrace a view of nature 
 
130 See Alexander Regier, Exorbitant Enlightenment: Blake, Hamann, and Anglo-German Constellations. 
Oxford University Press, 2019, especially pages 16-17. 
 
131 This move is also referenced by Frank B. Wilderson III in his work, Red, White & Black: Cinema and 
the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms. Duke University Press, 2010, when he writes of the two “mad” figures 
who demand retribution for slavery and settler colonialism that, “Thus, they would have to be crazy, 
crazy enough to call not merely the actions of the world but the world itself to account, and to account for 
them no less!” (2). People are labeled mad when, as Wilderson argues, they articulate “awareness of 
structural antagonisms” (3).  
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which denies human ability to dominate it without consequences. Although Strange dallies in 
madness, he does not embrace it.  
 
“Magic is just as achievable in this age as in any other age” 
Despite all these challenges and attempts at subjugation, the novel presents the Fairy 
Faith as vibrantly alive—if just beneath the surface of most peoples’ everyday knowing—in 
England. When magic is performed—by the Man with the Thistledown Hair—and, at the end of 
the novel, when magic returns, for a brief moment in all its glory, to England, Clarke paints the 
world as vibrantly alive and full of non-human agency. 
The brown fields were partly flooded; they were strung with chains of chill, grey pools. 
The pattern of the pools had meaning. The pools had been written on to the fields by the 
rain. The pools were a magic worked by the rain, just as the tumbling of the black birds 
against the grey was a spell that the sky was working and the motion of grey-brown 
grasses was a spell that the wind made. Everything had meaning.” (542)  
 
The giving of life to the natural world is made intelligible and imaginable in these moments in 
ways that illustrate the power and potential of the Fairy myth to convey nature as meaningful 
rather than inert raw materials.  
 In opposition to Strange and Norrell’s using magic in order to accomplish human and 
imperial goals, the Man with the Thistledown Hair’s magic is a communication with the world 
and other beings. At one point, the Man with the Thistledown Hair begins to sing and Stephen, 
who is with him, says,  
But when the fairy sang, the whole world listened to him. Stephen felt clouds pause in 
their passing; he felt sleeping hills shift and murmur; he felt cold mists dance. He 
understood for the first time that the world is not dumb at all, but merely waiting for 
someone to speak to it in a language it understands. In the fairy’s song the earth 
recognized the names by which it called itself. (506) 
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At one point, a wolf speaks to the Man with the Thistledown Hair, “…in a language that sounded 
like the chatter of water over stones and the sighing of wind amongst bare branches and the 
crackle of fire consuming dead leaves. The gentleman [fairy king] answered him in the same 
speech” (570).132 The language of the fairies is the language of nature—the communication 
which the Enlightenment myth considers to be useless white noise or the romantic nonsensical 
patterns that are beautiful but meaningless. This speech is the world talking. The language the 
fairies speak to the world is one nature recognizes. It is an expression of the commonality all life 
shares. 
The Man with the Thistledown Hair does not command other beings to act through spells, 
like Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell. Instead, as he tells Stephen, “Whenever I wish to do 
something, I simply speak to the air – or to the stones – or to the sunlight – or the sea – or to 
whatever it is and politely request them to help me” (625). The fairy says he “politely requests 
them to help me” in an attitude of respect, which is the same kind of attitude the Fairy Faith 
asserts needs to be given to fairies. This is the respect all living things and the earth should be 
afforded.  
The Man with the Thistledown Hair has ancient alliances with English trees, stones and 
rivers. These alliances are built on mutual communication and respect. When the Man with the 
Thistledown Hair uses an ancient, fossilized oak tree to create a changeling, he and Stephen are 
 
132 This is another reference to Celtic understanding since wolves are considered helpful to humans once 
their nature is understood and were therefore considered to be sacred. “We read that Saint Molua founded 
an annual feast for the benefit of wolves, and that the celebrated King Conaire had seven wolves as 
hostages for the agreement that their fellows should take no more than one calf annually from each byre 
in Ireland, while a sixteenth-century English writer claims that the Irish prayed for wolves as if they were 
human” (hÓgáin, The Lore of Ireland 495-6). The reverence which the Irish Celts had for their dogs is 
attested in many narratives, such as how Cú Chulainn gets his name, and because dogs are domesticated 
wolves this connection seems a clear in even earlier sources. 
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digging it out of the ground—a dirty and tiresome job. Stephen asks if the Fairy King couldn’t 
use magic to get it out, but the Man with the Thistledown Hair says, “Oh, no! No, indeed! I shall 
ask a great deal of this wood and therefore it is incumbent upon us to make its passage from the 
bog into the wider world as easy as we can!” (508). The Fairy realizes that there must be a 
reciprocity with the world—that it is not possible to manipulate and demand without 
consequence and that, if you desire something from the world, you must expect to make a 
contribution as well, not simply take.  
Although this alternate myth has the possibility of being revived in England, it isn’t yet 
and because of this, the fairies are said to inhabit Faerie—another place that is a representation of 
an alternate order of knowledge. This epistemological difference is evident when Strange goes to 
Faerie. He perceives things differently:  
The wood was not quite an English wood, though it was very like it. The trees were a 
little too ancient, a little too vast and a little too fantastic in shape. Strange had the strong 
impression that they possessed fully formed characters, with loves, hates and desires of 
their own. They looked as if they were accustomed to being treated equally with men and 
women, and expected to be consulted in matters that concerned them. (667)  
 
Strange sees differently and this vision of the world is one of agential capacities for non-human 
others who can teach people things and who are equal to humans.  
At the end of the novel, puddles begin to function as doors between this world and the 
Otherworld and the veil between the worlds grows thin. People find they are able to understand 
magic and can enact it without even trying or knowing what they are doing. They have not 
learned, they simply know. It is not under their control; they are simply acting in concert with the 
world, like the Man with the Thistledown Hair. The division between Faerie and England 
becomes less and less. Jonathan Strange says, “Tree speaks to stone; stone speaks to water. It is 
not so hard as we have supposed. Tell them to read what is written in the sky. Tell them to ask 
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the rain!” (722). The world becomes alive, as living creatures. Stones move into positions to 
convey messages to people. Trees grab things and rivers tell their memories. These narrations are 
a shift in perspective—an explanation of the world that denies the possibility that people know 
and can manage all. People can ask for things—but it is not a demand. It is a request, which may 
be denied. While much of the specific ecological knowledge that accompanied the Fairy Faith 
historically is lost, its alternate epistemology is a crucial first step to take in order to begin the 
process of abandoning the Enlightenment myth and cultivating alternative, local myths that see 
nature and non-human others as co-participants in life. 
 
The Nameless Slave Shall Become King 
 Since the novel takes place in England it is especially important for Clarke to point out 
how the cultivating of minor and subjugated myths is not a process of recouping an essential 
identity but the cultivating of lived relations that form inclusive and ecologically attuned 
communities. For this reason, the Raven King’s prophecy is revealed as instilling Stephen Black, 
Lord Pole’s head butler who was born as a slave to Lord Pole’s father, as the King of Lost Hope. 
Stephen’s African descent mark him as not essentially English and for this reason, his adopting 
of the Fairy Faith and being crowned as a Fairy King, illuminates how the revival of subjugated 
myths does not need to be an assertion of purity, as the Enlightenment claims. Instead, myths are 
meaningful when they reflect our lived relations, not when they attempt to wholly resurrect a 
long gone past. 
 Stephen is tall, handsome, intelligent and capable enough for Lord Pole to entrust the 
entire running of his house to him, from managing the other servants to the finances. We are told 
that Stephen’s demeanor makes him a natural leader and although most London servants at the 
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time would have thought themselves superior to Stephen—because he is a black man—no one 
could imagine not doing what Stephen asked because he had such a calm and sensible way of 
expressing himself. Although at first, when readers are introduced to Stephen, we are told he was 
raised and educated by Lord Pole’s father, through his relationship with the Fairy King, Stephen 
learns of his origins.  
Stephen first encounters the Man with the Thistledown Hair on the night he is managing 
a large dinner at Lord Pole’s house to celebrate Lady Pole’s resurrection from the dead. On the 
night of the dinner the servants at the table constantly flounder and when Stephen calls them to 
him afterward, they tell him strange things. One man sees the Man with the Thistledown Hair 
standing behind Lady Pole at the table, another hears a fairy pipe and fiddle playing the most 
sorrowful music, which makes him feels like his heart is going to break and the last has a vision 
that a thick wood has grown up around the London townhouse, with dense dark branches tapping 
and scratching the window panes as they move with the wind. He describes these trees as “old… 
and full of malice. A traveler in the wood would have as much to fear from the trees as from 
another person hiding there” (155). The aristocratic characters at the table do not see any of these 
things. Throughout the novel, the working classes are narrated as much more in touch with the 
Fairy Faith than the idle class and this leads to their characterization as superstitious, uneducated, 
backward and, as Stephen thinks that night, that they have all gone mad. 
However, Stephen does not berate them because they are so visibly distraught. He returns 
to his butler’s pantry where there are bells for each room of the house—a mechanism for 
summoning servants. A bell is ringing but it is to a room that Stephen has never seen before. 
Nevertheless, he goes and at the end of the hall he finds a door that had also never been there. 
Stephen enters the room and he is in Lost Hope and the Man with the Thistledown Hair is there. 
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Although surprised he is not overly so. Stephen’s suspended disbelief is a characteristic of fairy 
interventions. The enchantment of the fairy leads people to accept as reality what they otherwise 
would not.  
 At first, the Man with the Thistledown Hair is annoyed and impatient. However, Stephen 
behaves in his normal, straightforward and extremely polite manner and soon, completely wins 
over the Man with the Thistledown Hair. Stephen shaves the Man with the Thistledown Hair 
excellently—explaining that this is the kind of task he enjoys the most. Fairies most favor people 
who are respectful to them and who maintain cleanliness, in both their houses and personal 
appearance. Fairies are said to bestow good fortune on houses that are well-kept and clean and 
where the residents provide good clean water for the fairies at night and also leave out food 
which has not been salted. To these houses the fairies both provide many materials comforts to—
through their good luck in farming, etc.—as well as select these houses for their merriment, often 
holding celebrations for both births and other events.133  
However, it is also common in fairy narratives for those who have been given blessings 
from the fairies to feel just as cursed as those who the fairies are trying to foil. This is the case 
with Stephen. After this encounter with the Man with the Thistledown Hair, Stephen becomes 
the favored human of the Fairy King. He, like Lady Pole, is taken to Lost Hope every night 
where he dances and feasts with the fairies. He is treated as an honored guest since the Man with 
the Thistledown Hair holds him in such esteem. However, this is exhausting since, like Lady 
Pole, he can’t sleep at night and, unlike Lady Pole, must still work all day. Stephen says that 
“mortals are not formed for fairy bliss” (188) to the Man with the Thistledown Hair in a very 
 
133 These events are described as being quite fancy affairs and the fairies often have gold goblets, silks, 
etc. See National Folklore Archives, UCD, volume 1306 pg. 152 as an example. 
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polite attempt to escape this cycle. But, the King of Lost Hope dismisses Stephens concerns 
saying,  
Oh! That is simply the sadness you feel at the dreariness of England compared to the 
delightful life you lead at my house where there is always dancing and feasting and 
everyone is dressed in their finest clothes! (188) 
 
As time goes on, Stephen becomes increasingly desperate for his normal, human life. Stephen 
also tries to tell people of his enchantment, like Lady Pole. However, also like her, when he 
begins to speak, he delivers an eloquent treatise on the different qualities of beans as planted by 
different phases of the moon and on Beltane or Samhain (268-9). Another time, Stephen gives a 
list of all the people from England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland “that had been stolen away by 
fairies in the last two hundred years” (270). Every time Stephen tries to tell someone he winds-
up giving extensive knowledge on subjects that are not “set down in any book” (269).  
The Man with the Thistledown Hair tells Stephen he should not be a servant but a King—
he is too attractive and intelligent, too well-manner and articulate to be Lord Pole’s servant and 
he tells Stephen that Lord Pole is his enemy because he makes Stephen his servant when Stephen 
is clearly more worthy of nobility than fat, ugly Lord Pole. Despite Stephen’s protestations that 
Lord Pole has been very good to him, and in order to make Stephen see the error of this 
understanding, the Man with the Thistledown Hair transports Stephen to the moment of his birth. 
They are in the belly of a slave ship and Stephen sees his mother chained hand and foot, in the 
throes of giving birth to him. Stephens hears not only his mother’s labor pains but also all the 
other moaning of the people who have been captured and are crying because of broken hearts 
and broken bones. He watches his mother birth him and then, he sees Lord Pole’s father come 
and take him away, leaving his mother to die.  
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Stephen’s perception of himself and his world is blown apart in this vision. Although he 
had been formerly content with his life and felt gratified at his accomplishments in Lord Pole’s 
household, he now begins to feel extreme anger with Lord Pole and with all Englishmen. While 
Stephen had been aware of his precarious position in English society previously, seeing his 
mother die and her body cast into the sea breaks his heart and he can no longer care about the 
running of Lord Pole’s house. 
Stephen never acts on these feelings and continues in his duties. In this vision, however, 
is also the beginning of how Stephen comes to identify with the Fairy Faith, abandoning the 
Enlightenment myth completely. Vinculus tells Stephen that he is the Nameless Slave who will 
become King, from the Raven King’s prophecy. But, until the moment that Stephen sees this 
vision of his mother giving birth, the Raven King’s prophecy doesn’t seem to make sense. But, 
when Stephen realizes that the name his mother whispered in his ear at his birth died with her, he 
realizes he is the Nameless Slave. Of course, the Man with the Thistledown Hair also knows this 
prophecy but, he thinks that Stephen will become king of England—not supplant him as the King 
of Lost Hope in Faerie. Gradually, it is revealed that the Man with the Thistledown Hair is 
inadvertently grooming Stephen to take his place as King and the Fairy King is also part of the 
Raven King’s prophecy. Although the Man with the Thistledown Hair tries to bestow earthly 
treasures on Stephen—from giving him money to social accolades and finally, trying to kill the 
King of England so that Stephen can take his place—these interactions introduce Stephen to the 
Fairy Faith and to the Man with the Thistledown Hair’s failings as a Fairy King. 
Stephen has lived in England all his life and the Fairy Faith is Stephen’s alter-myth 
because of these lived relations. In one of their interactions the Man with the Thistledown Hair to 
 208 
take Stephen to Africa—“where he is from”—despite Stephen’s objections that he has never 
been to Africa. When they arrive, they are in North Africa: 
Stephen would have supposed that this place was a dream or part of his enchantment, had 
not the gentleman with the thistledown hair informed him excitedly that this was, “… 
Africa! Your ancestral soil, my dear Stephen!”  
“But,” thought Stephen, “my ancestors did not live here, I am sure. These people are 
darker than Englishmen, but they are far fairer than me. They are Arabs, I suppose.” 
(398-9). 
 
Although in the wrong part of Africa, Stephen feels no affinity for this culture which he has had 
no experience of. The same would have occurred in West Africa or in Jamaica, the place where 
his mother was being transported from when she gave birth to him. Stephen’s eventual 
acceptance of the kingship of Lost Hope begins through Stephen’s interactions with the Fairy 
King. Sleeping in a bog one night with the Man with the Thistledown Hair:  
Trees came and spoke to [Stephen] and told him their secrets and also whether or not he 
might regard them as friends or enemies. Important destinies were hidden inside pebbles 
and crumpled leaves. He dreamt that everything in the world – stones and rivers, leaves 
and fire – had a purpose which it was determined to carry out with the utmost rigour, but 
he also understood that it was possible sometimes to persuade things to a different 
purpose (506).  
 
Stephen has always demonstrated the most respect for others: from Lord Pole and the other 
aristocrats he has to serve, to his fellow servants, who respect him because he is respectful to 
them, to the Man with the Thistledown Hair and to non-human animals. Stephen is the epitome 
of respect that is the hallmark of the Fairy Faith. But, in this aisling—a dream which reveals the 
Otherworld—Stephen begins to see how this respect can extend to stones and leaves, rivers and 
fire—in short, to everything that constitutes life. By extending his view of mutual respect onto 
non-human others, Stephen understands the basis of fairy magic—that of respectfully asking, or 
requesting only what is mutually beneficial, from life and being willing to extend effort in order 
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to meet the world halfway. This is an easy adjustment for Stephen to make since, he had been 
acting this way with other people all his life. 
 At the end of the novel, Stephen chooses to leave England for Faerie: 
Stephen had done with England and England had done with him. He walked on. After a 
while it seemed to him that the landscape was no longer as English as it had been. The 
trees that now surrounded him were immense, ancient things, their boughs twice the 
thickness of a man’s body and curved into strange, fantastical shapes (830). 
 
As he goes further and further into Faerie he comes to a place that is somewhat familiar—it is 
Lost Hope but, not as it had been. Under the reign of the Man with the Thistledown Hair Lost 
Hope had looked like a great castle, but one that was very neglected. As Stephen approaches 
Lost Hope, he asks if this is actually the same place. A fairy replies: “Yes, grandfather” (831). In 
this response, the fairy recognizes Stephen as an ancestor.134 Stephen remains confused and says,  
“But I do not understand. Lost-hope was a great mansion. This is …” The person who 
had once been Stephen Black paused. “I do not have a word for what this is.” 
“This is a brugh, grandfather! This is the world beneath the hill.”  
 
Lost Hope is really a brú the “…most still preferred to live in places which they [fairies] were 
pleased to call castles but which were in fact brugh – earth barrows of great antiquity” (537). 
Brugh is an Irish word for dwelling or mansion.135 However, it is pronounced exactly like the 
word brú136, which is most known for its association with a complex of Neolithic monuments in 
Ireland called, Brú na Boinne or Sí an Bhrú, which literally translates as ‘on the bank of the 
 
134 Interestingly, there is archival evidence for Stephens’ designation as a King of Faerie. In Wilkinstown, 
Whitechurch, Co. Wexford, Ireland, there is a story about a black man being seen at a ráth at night and 
priests that warn against ploughing the area because it is believed to be a fairy ráth after this sighting. See 
National Folklore Collection of Ireland, UCD, volume 106, pages 352-4. 
 
135 Clarke’s footnote for this word reads: “Brugh, the ancient Sidhe word for the homes of the fairies, is 
usually translated as castle or mansion, but in fact means the interior of a barrow or hollow hill” (850).  
 
136 In the Connemara dialect it is pronounced the same. All my definitions are taken from modern Irish, 
unless otherwise noted. See Ó Dónaill, Niall. Irish Pronunciation Database: Brugh & Brú Foclóir 
Gaeilge-Béarla, www.teanglann.ie/, 1977 
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(river) Boinne’ and ‘fairy mound on the bank of the river,’ respectively. This complex, 
consisting of Newgrange, Knowth and Dowth, are monuments constructed along seasonal 
trajectories of the sun, moon. Constructed around 600 BCE, hundreds of years before the Celts 
arrived in Ireland, these mounds and other, smaller earthen mounds throughout Ireland, are 
contemporary fairy forts. Stephen is claiming a legacy of the past but not the actual past itself. 
The fairy continues: 
“Lost-hope is changing! The old King is dead. The new King approaches! And at his 
approach the world sheds its sorrow. The sins of the old King dissolve like morning mist! 
The world assumes the character of the new. His virtues fill up the wood and the 
wold!”137  
“The new King?” The person who had once been Stephen Black looked down at his own 
hands. In one was the sceptre and in the other the orb. The fairy smiled at him, as if 
wondering why he should be surprized. (831) 
 
As Stephen assumes the Kingship of Lost Hope, he fulfills the Raven King’s revelation that says 
he will become king.138 He becomes a Fairy King, illustrating how myths can be adopted and are 
resonant with all people who live within a mythic community—and are not tied to biology or 
race as the Enlightenment myth asserts. 
But this ending is not entirely positive. Stephen’s journey into Lost Hope is necessitated 
because magic and the Fairy Faith gradually recede from England. Like the waters of a tide, the 
Fairy Faith had rolled in and then rolled out again. This had also been part of the Raven King’s 
prophecy. Although Norrell and Strange return magic to England, their understanding of magic, 
as something than humans can manipulate with intention in order to manifest human desires, is 
 
137 The Wolds is a term used, in England, to describe a range of hills which consists of open country 
overlying a base of limestone or chalk, a piece of high, open, uncultivated land or moor. 
 
138 The BBC miniseries adaptation undermines this narrative by changing Vinculus’ prophecy to say that 
Stephen will be king in a “strange land” (Haynes 37:25).  
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wrong. Stephen alone gains an understanding of what the Fairy Faith truly is and once he does, 
he can no longer live in the society under the Enlightenment myth. Although the novel presents 
the opportunity for the Fairy Faith’s revival, when magic recedes from England at the end of the 
novel, it is to indicate the potential for this mythic transformation but not its realization. 
Once the prophecy has been fulfilled, the writing on Vinculus’ body changes—and a new 
prophecy is written. Like Cloud Atlas, where the narrators have the Enlightenment myth written 
on their bodies in the form of a comet shaped birthmark, Vinculus has the Raven King’s message 
that conveys events to come, written on his body. But, while both are a sign of future events, 
Vinculus’ future changes once the prophecy has been fulfilled. Rather than asserting, as the 
comet birthmark does, that being born into a system determines human being through a kind of 
biological determinism, Vinculus’ writing shifts as people act and once acts are taken, the myth 
changes. When Stephen takes over Lost Hope, a new myth is written. Instead of a surety of self-
destruction, Clarke’s novel offers a picture of human being where people and our actions create 
our worlds through meaning that is ever shifting. Clarke’s narrative indicates that it is through 
our actions which we either re-inscribe the current myth, and therefore perpetuate the errors of 
the past, or enact a new myth, which will manifest a different future. The Raven King’s new 
prophecy begins and although the novel does not tell readers what this new prophecy is, we can 
hope that it details the adoption of the Fairy Faith in the future. 
 
Myth and Place 
Successfully negotiating mythic change relies on revaluing subjugated myths through 
their complex and local histories. Myths cannot be universalized—they cannot be moved from 
the places that have created them. The Fairy Faith is no exception. Like the Luddites who were 
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criminalized for resisting the Enlightenment myth through appeals to British nature-myths, many 
who were sent to Australia as punishment were from communities steeped in the Fairy Faith. 
However, once removed from their communities, their lived relations with the Fairy Faith 
degraded. Peoples’ connections to land, communities and non-human beings, once severed by 
removal and displacement, can be much more easily trivialized and dismissed. This is what 
happened to fairies. 
In Australia there is a place called Port Fairy—a name which would have been 
unthinkable within the Fairy Faith. The Gunditjmara Aboriginal people lived in the Port Fairy 
area prior to European arrival. It was a swampy area with a deep-water port used in the early 
19th century by whalers and seal hunters. It was named Port Fairy by the crew of the whaler The 
Fairy in 1828. Other cutter ships in the British navy at the time were called Mermaid and Lady 
of the Lake139, indicating that, to the people of wealth who commissioned and named these 
expensive boats, the position of the fairy had greatly shifted, from one associated with death and 
dread, to one of femininity and therefore an object of control as other subjugated myths like 
mermaids and the Lady of the Lake had—as was conventional in names for boats. There are few 
depictions of male fairies at this time. In addition, gone was the injunction against naming the 
aos sí, further indicating that the respect for the fairy was gone. 
In 1843, Captain Henry Wishart140 purchased land in the town and drained the swamps, 
subdivided and leased the land, and built a harbor on the Moyne River. He named the town 
 
139 See E. Keble Chatterton’s King’s Cutters and Smugglers 1700-1855. George Allen & Company, 1912, 
Appendix VII.  
 
140 The name Wishart is of Norman origin: from the Anglo-Norman French form, Wischard, of the Old 
French personal name Guiscard. This was formed in Normandy from the Old Norse elements viskr 'wise' 
+ hard 'hardy', 'brave', 'bold' (or possibly the Old French suffix -ard). Although Wishart was from Belfast, 
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Belfast after the place he was born, in Ireland. It was officially reverted to the original name of 
Port Fairy in 1887 by an act of Australian Parliament. As throughout Australia, the settlers—
whether forced or voluntary—came from places with legacies of nature-based myths that were 
consistent with Aboriginal myths in regard to respect for ancestors, views of nature as 
interdependent with humans and the land as alive. But, through settler colonialism these people 
were removed from their mythic communities. In this void, the Enlightenment myth and its 
universalizing took hold. For the monolingual Irish speakers sent to Australia, the English 
translation from the Irish aos sí to ‘fairies’ was one that undid much of the mythic significance 
with fairies—especially those elements which asserted the need to respect these beings. 
“…the fate that has befallen the ancient, grand, and deeply significant concept of sí in 
Ireland, which is often (mis)translated by the English word ‘fairy’, a word that conveys 
none of the grandeur of the Irish word, nor its specific connections with the ancient 
megalithic sites.” (Thompson 228) 
 
The removal of people from Fairy Faith community made the concept of fairies divorced from 
ancestors, death and the Otherworld. The English word, ‘fairy’ also came to be associated with 
the tiny, winged creatures rather than the human-sized sí. This alteration trivializes these beings, 
makes them harmless—and turns them into beings that can be easily dominated by humans 
(Silver). For this reason, in Port Fairy the swamp is drained, the land made “productive.” No 
respect is shown for the Aboriginal people who live there or the land that life depends on. 
 Although there is not strict guideline for resuscitating subjugated knowledges, it is 
possible that revaluing the Fairy Faith in places removed from the mounds from which the sí 
derive their names, and from communal knowledge of the Fairy Faith and lived relations with 
 
this means that Henry was part of a line of English colonists from Normandy who first colonized Britain, 
then Scotland, then Northern Ireland and then, Australia.  
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fairies, would be challenging. However, the commonalities between the sí and the Aboriginal 
Dreaming indicate that indigenizing Australian culture through the incorporation of Aboriginal 
beliefs and values would also have consistency with the Fairy Faith.141 Both myths have 
reverence for ancestors, who are the source of knowledge for contemporary people. These 
ancestors live alongside contemporary people, conveying knowledge and demanding respect. 
The land is a record of their lives and is alive with the knowing of the past, which can be 
accessed through dreams as well as through music. Although the specific trees and bodies of 
water differ, both myths hold trees and water sacred—as repositories of knowledge of the most 
ancient kind. Most of all, both have been subjugated by the Enlightenment myth which 
associates them both with madness and primitivity. 
 Alexis Wright is of Irish and Aboriginal ancestry and she has said, that “the spirits of 
other countries have followed their people to Australia, and how those spirits might be 
reconciled with the ancestral spirits that belong here” (O’Brien). But while Wright says 
Aboriginal peoples are making “great efforts…to reconcile the spirits” it’s clear that most settlers 
are not.  
While the specific challenges of settler colonialism present unique challenges to this kind 
of reconciliation, it’s also clear that the Enlightenment myth has made people ashamed of their 
Fairy Faith. The Irish Journal had an online quiz where they asked: Do you believe in fairies? 
Although there were many positive replies142, the comments section, and peoples’ outcries, 
 
141 See Mallory, J. P. In Search of the Irish Dreamtime: Archaeology and Early Irish Literature. Thames 




revealed that the Fairy Faith is still perceived of as ignorant. Peoples’ comments chastise those 
who admit to such beliefs—accusing them of backward thinking and superstitious nonsense that 
perpetuates colonial stereotypes (“Quiz: Do You Believe in Fairies?”). To publicly admit belief 
in fairies is similarly derided. When a councilman in County Kerry, Ireland proposed that the 
reason a particular road kept sinking into the ground, despite the local council’s investment in 
repeated repairs, was because the road went through areas that were of ancient significance, full 
of standing stones and fairy trees, it was the most read story on the BBC that week (“Fairy 
Curse” behind Road Problems). The popularity of this article in England, led to a public 
embarrassment and humiliation in Ireland (Dillon and Ní Dhubhcháin, Fairy Forts in Folk 
Tradition). Places where the Fairy Faith is most closely connected to place and people are 
shamed about these beliefs. This makes long disconnected settler colonial cultures, like that of 
Australia, lack validation for believing in such myths. Without valuing such a mythic lineage, 





143 Shame plays a key role in perpetuating the understanding of colonialism as a “natural” event or as 
colonized cultures and peoples as “not as evolved” as colonizing cultures. Alexis Wright in her essay, 
“Politics of Writing” says that “We have a saying in our family—Don’t tell anybody” (10). The silence 
regarding colonialism envelops both beliefs and cultural practices as well as silences about the violence 
enacted on peoples. Wright says her novel is a place where “I can tell the story of our family revealing the  
voices of loved ones who never, ever told a story that they felt was too shameful to tell” (10). See 
“Politics of Writing.” Southerly, vol. 62, no. 2, June 2002, pgs. 10-20. 
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Instead of seeing reconciliation as ‘rational mutual understanding’ (Povinelli 6) which 
unintentionally reasserts the Enlightenment myth’s hierarchy of knowledge, alternative myths 
like the Fairy Faith need to be valued and seen for what they are: by far the dominant way 
humanity has historically understood ourselves and our world. The Enlightenment myth is the 
outlier, the newcomer and the aberrant one—that sees nature as antagonist, people as defined by 
difference and humans as radically distinct from our world and other living begins. These strange 
beliefs that alienate us from each other, ourselves and our world. Instead of seeing this way of 
thinking as the only possible way, it’s time to really provincialize the Enlightenment by 
recognizing what it is: a failed concept.  
To paraphrase Conrad, it is the myth that justifies the violence and it is the myth that 
needs to change.144 Instead of constantly criticizing, debunking and maintaining skepticism it’s 
time for some (fairy) faith. Cultivating our lived relations, through embrace of the myths based 
in those places which we inhabit, those people with whom are our neighbors, and those plants 
and animals which we come into contact with through our daily lives. As Okorafor demonstrates, 
myths can be hybridized. In fact, myths are constantly being inflected by other myths. Myth is 
not, as the Enlightenment would have us believe, a return to a long lost and pure past, but the 
cultivation of meaning in the present. This cultivation of meaning is necessary in order to counter 
the Enlightenment’s claims that we are unavoidably dominated and therefore doomed to 
destruction. Although the Enlightenment myth has had enormous success in marginalizing, 
 
144 “…The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different 
complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. 
What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an 
unselfish belief in the idea—something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to....” 
Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness. Coyote Canyon Press, 2007, pg. 9. 
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shaming and delegitimating alternative myths, these subjugated knowledges persist. It is through 
the cultivation of these other ways of seeing that we can foster the vibrant, diverse worlds that 










Binfield, Kevin, editor. Writings of the Luddites. Johns Hopkins Press, 2015. 
Burren GeoPark LIFE. “Cashel, Hillforts and Ráth Ringforts.” The Irish Heritage Council, 
https://heritagemaps.ie/WebApps/BurrenGeoPark/index.html.  
Clarke, Susanna. Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell: A Novel. Macmillan, 2006. 
Descartes, René. Meditations on First Philosophy. Hackett Publishing, 1993. 
Dillon, Jonny, and Claire Ní Dhubhcháin. Fairy Forts in Folk Tradition. Bluiríní Béaloidis 6, 
The National Folklore Collection, University College Dublin 
https://soundcloud.com/folklore_podcast.  
---. Sacred Trees in Folk Tradition. Bluiríní Béaloidis 19, The National Folklore Collection, 
University College Dublin, https://soundcloud.com/folklore_podcast/bluirini-bealoidis-
19-sacred-trees-in-folk-tradition. 
“Fairy Curse” behind Road Problems. 8 Aug. 2017. www.bbc.com, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-northern-ireland-40863737. 
Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Knopf Doubleday Publishing 
Group, 2012. 
Hansard. Frame Work Bill. pp. cc964-79, https://api.parliament.uk/historic-
hansard/lords/1812/feb/27/frame-work-bill#S1V0021P0_18120227_HOL_7. Accessed 7 
July 2019. 
Haynes, Toby. “The Friends of English Magic.” Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, 1, BBC, 2015. 
www.imdb.com, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2548418/. 
hÓgáin, Dáithí Ó. The Lore of Ireland: An Encyclopaedia of Myth, Legend and Romance. 
Boydell Press, 2006. 
---. The Sacred Isle: Belief and Religion in Pre-Christian Ireland. Boydell & Brewer Ltd, 1999. 
Lowe, Lisa. The Intimacies of Four Continents. Duke University Press Books, 2015. 
Malinowski, Bronislaw. Magic, Science and Religion and Other Essays. Read Books Ltd, 2014. 
O’Brien, Kerry. “Alexis Wright Interview.” Hecate, vol. 33, no. 1, June 2007. 
 219 
Ó Cuinneagáin, @MayoCorncrake77, “The fairy fort near where I grew up…” 4 July 2019, 
10:30 a.m. 
Povinelli, Elizabeth A. The Cunning of Recognition. Duke University Press, 2002. 
“Quiz: Do You Believe in Fairies?” BBC, https://www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/quizzes/bp-quiz-do-you-
believe-in-fairies. 
Siewers, Alfred K. Strange Beauty: Ecocritical Approaches to Early Medieval Landscape. 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009,  
Silver, Carole G. Strange and Secret Peoples: Fairies and Victorian Consciousness. Oxford 
University Press, 2000. 
Thompson, Tok Freeland. “Translation and Postcoloniality in Ireland: The Particular and 
Peculiar Relationship between Irish Gaelic and English.” Linguistica Antverpiensia, New 
Series – Themes in Translation Studies, vol. 0, no. 2, 2003. lans-tts.uantwerpen.be, 
https://lans-tts.uantwerpen.be/index.php/LANS-TTS/article/view/87. 
Young, Simon. “Fairies and Railways: A Nineteenth-Century Topos and Its Origins.” Notes and 
Querie, vol. 59, 2012, pp. 401–03. cadmus.eui.eu, doi:10.1093/notesj/gjs095. 
 
